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For Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith,
who shows us how to take “a long, loving look at the real.”1

1

Walter Burghardt, “Contemplation: A Long Loving Look at the Real,” Church (Winter 1989):

14.
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ABSTRACT

Prayer understood as a form of communication and communion with the Deity is
a nearly universal human activity and a core Christian practice. Christian prayer may take
many shapes including colloquial, petitionary, ritual, and meditative, and may be
practiced alone or with others. Prayer regarding forgiveness is both the example and
command of Jesus, yet forgiveness is multidimensional, complex, and culturally
conditioned in addition to being difficult because it involves change in self identity.
The question of whether the language of prayer matters for bilinguals, specifically
Japanese/English speaking bilinguals, has not been researched. Neither has the area of
bilingual prayer around forgiveness. However, for bilinguals, there is evidence that
choice of language variably affects encoding and accessing of memories of experiences
and processing of information. Language is also intimately related to identity. Although
not all prayer actively employs language, prayer for and about forgiveness may engage
emotion, memory, and identity, all of which are intertwined with language for most
humans. Some Japanese/English bilinguals may practice their faith through primarily
only one language for a variety of contextual, personal, or social reasons. However, due
to the embodied nature of language, language choice seems to engage language specific
cultural frames that affect experiences of individual and corporate prayer around
forgiveness in first language(s) L1 and additional languages (LX) . In particular, these
frames seem to affect images of God, image of self, and the construct of forgiveness.
The Relational Spirituality Paradigm is employed to examine the developmental
processes and goals of Christian Spiritual Formation, summarized as increasing capacity
for mature love of God, self, and other. Contemplative prayer is considered as a means
xi

of healing the operative image(s) of God and self, and exploring and engaging the
additional dimensions of forgiveness that a bilingual perspective on forgiveness can offer.
.

xii

CHAPTER 1:
FORGIVENESS, BILINGUALISM, AND CHRISTIAN SPIRITUAL FORMATION

Poesis: “The making of something out of that which was previously experientially and
1
culturally unmarked or even null and void.”
My interest in Christian spiritual formation in non-Western cultural contexts, and
the area of forgiveness in particular, arises from my life journey. Raised in the US and
sensing a call to share the good news of God’s love across cultural boundaries, I pursued
preparatory experiences including a summer mission in Taiwan, seminary with an
emphasis in urban ministry, and ESL training in Chicago. At age 27 I moved to Japan to
study language and engage in ministry with my husband in a predominantly monolingual
Japanese context. Over the next quarter of a century, I observed that monolingual
Japanese tended to have different default reactions to many situations even though we
believed in the same God and agreed upon the major, and often even the minor, tenets of
our faith. Some of these typical Japanese default reactions seemed more Christ-like than
my own, some struck me as less, and some I was not sure about.
One area that seemed particularly different from my own default mode of
operation was the behavior, thinking, and feeling pertaining to conflict and interpersonal
forgiveness. Early on, I sensed or intuited these differences from conversation and
observed behavior rather than what was directly spoken. Sometimes the differences
startled and saddened me. I was troubled by questions with seemingly no answers: Why
was forgiveness and restoration of relationship so hard in Japan? Why were there so

1

Seremetakis, quoted in Courtney T. Goto, “Pretending to Be Japanese: Artistic Play in a
Japanese-American Church and Family,” Religious Education 103, no. 4 (July 2008): 445, accessed April
29, 2016, doi:10.1080/00344080802250701.
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many ways to say, “I’m sorry,” but so few examples of actually forgiving and reconciling
with someone who had caused deep pain? Why were my Japanese friends so good at
overlooking many shortcomings in others and seamlessly working together as a group,
often without overt delegation of responsibilities, yet other injuries—barely
comprehensible to an outsider—were powerful enough to end a relationship, damage a
family, or cripple a church? Why was avoidance a more common strategy for managing a
painful relationship than confrontation or even direct, gentle discussion? Several times, a
sudden appearance at our door by the person with a gift signaled that a relationship had
deteriorated to the point of no return.2 Since my culture of origin employs gift giving at
different times for different reasons, I only came to understand the significance of these
gifts in hindsight, after the person quit attending church or otherwise stepped back from
relationship.
Originally I noticed these patterns in monolingual Japanese, but over time as I
became more proficient in Japanese language and “reading” Japanese situations, I
realized that many bilingual Japanese—particularly those raised in a Japanese cultural
context—seemed to share similar attitudes and default reactions although they may have
learned to suppress, augment, or navigate around them when dealing with cultural
outsiders. These observations and experiences spurred me to consider the following
overarching questions and their related dynamics theologically and culturally. In order to
engage these topics in a focused and academic manner I matriculated at the Doctor of
Ministry in Leadership and Spiritual Formation program at George Fox University.

2

Gift giving happens for many reasons in Japan—the scenario described here was an expression
of “Thank you for all you have done for me” which does not necessarily signify the end of the relationship.
However, it is not an uncommon way of resolving a feeling of implicit obligation before exiting the
relationship, particularly at the end of the calendar year, the end of a class, or when moving away.

3
Larger Context of Research Question
Somewhere between assuming Japanese need to be cleansed of their
“Japaneseness” in order to become good Christians and assuming that a monolingual
Japanese church has everything it needs to fully reflect God’s glory lies a middle ground.
This middle ground is theologically based in creation and the incarnation, believing that
God’s goodness and glory are at the same time revealed and obscured in unique ways in
different cultures. The plan of God is not just for individual salvation, but it involves
people in every era of history and every culture, and it extends to the whole cosmos.3
Humanity together will reflect the fullness of God’s glory.
At this time in history, interactions between cultures and multiple influences from
various cultures on individuals are changing the way individuals relate to their families,
faith communities, and societal group affiliations. Churches are beginning to recognize
this in a new way that sets the stage for considering bi- and multilingual faith formation
in a non-static cultural context. In this rapidly shifting context, supporting those who live
“between” contexts in their faith development and learning from their “pioneering”
experiences are key tasks for the church.
The focus of this research is the following question: How might Japanese/English
bilingualism be a resource for Christian spiritual formation rather than something to
merely be navigated around, particularly in the area of praying about interpersonal
forgiveness4?
The larger context of this research question is a largely unmapped set of questions
that fall into three general groupings:
3

Heb. 11:40; Eph. 2:22, 3:1–21; Rom. 8:18–39.

4

The author’s definition of forgiveness can be found in Ch. 2, “A Theological Look.”

4
1. How do people grow in Christ, and how does culture impact that growth? What
practices, habits, conditions, resources or contexts contribute to growth in Christ?
What dimensions of growth are important for each culture and how does this
change over time? How is Jesus, the perfect One, our model in this?
2. What does Christian maturity look like from a Japanese evangelical perspective?
What character traits and behaviors are deemed important? How is this different
than a typical US evangelical description of Christian maturity? How might God’s
perspective be different from either?5
3. How does bilingualism affect Christian faith development? Does the timing of
language acquisition matter? Does it matter if one’s language of faith is different
than the rest of one’s life?
Adequate research into each of the above questions around the topic of how
monolingual faith may affect bilingual faith formation is unfortunately beyond the scope
of this dissertation. However, the questions are presented here in the hopes that others
who are better situated to research them will. Furthermore, such questions are structurally
related to and provide the context for the focus of this research into how language affects
the experience of praying about forgiveness in Japanese/English bilinguals.

5

See Appendix A for a summary of a survey.

5
Problem: Monolingual Forgiveness in Bilingual Lives
The quote: “To err is human, to forgive, divine” attributed to Alexander Pope6
three hundred years ago, speaks to the struggle of forgiveness for humans. Not only is
forgiveness difficult, it is multi-dimensional. This complexity adds to the challenges
inherent in adjusting to life after a significant injury, including giving up one’s implicit
right to revenge, anger, hatred or judgment.
Interpersonal forgiveness is a matter of relationship, and relationships are
intangible, complex, and dynamic. Interpersonal forgiveness includes the victim and
perpetrator’s assessments of the nature of the offense (subjective and objective
evaluations, damage and losses related to the damage) as well as the perceived motivation
of the offender including intentionality, negligence, or other mitigating circumstances.
There are also other factors, such as intrapersonal dimensions of each of the participants’
histories and relationships, that contribute to their default emotions, thoughts, and
behavior around forgiveness in general and the incident in particular. Moreover,
contextual factors affect not only the original incident, but also the broader framework
and social resources within which the victim and offender move toward forgiveness or
not.
Vignettes: Forgiveness for Bilinguals Can Be More Complex
In my US experience, the previously mentioned “To err” quote was often
mentioned with a half-smile, a rueful awareness that no one is perfect; mistakes and sins
happen. While the stated emphasis was on the difficulty and near impossibility of

6

Attributed to Alexander Pope (1688–1733), found in Robert Deis, “To Err Is Human; to Forgive,
Divine” Quote/Counterquote, August 24, 2013, accessed April 29, 2016,
http://www.quotecounterquote.com/2010/12/to-err-is-human-to-forgive-divine.html.
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forgiveness for humans, in common usage it sometimes functioned as a buffer against the
embarrassment of human fallibility, or perhaps an educated-sounding excuse for mistakes
that might have been avoided with more effort or forethought. I found over time that my
Japanese friends and colleagues also found forgiveness to be difficult, but seemed to have
a different view of mistakes and failures—whether their own or others’—which seemed
to affect the process of forgiveness.
The following vignettes are offered in order to clarify how these conceptual issues
about the relationship of language, culture, and faith, and the experience of praying about
forgiveness may relate. They are not intended to reflect any one person, living or dead,
but are composites intended to illustrate common themes and tensions around faith and
culture in bilingual Japanese/English lives.
Pastor Suzuki is a survivor, someone who has lived through many difficult
experiences surrounding the Pacific War. His intelligence and attention to detail are awe
inspiring even in his Japanese context. He speaks fluent, minimally accented English, and
among his English-speaking friends, he is known as a gracious, generous, and polite man
who loves to tell jokes and laugh. However, his Japanese-speaking colleagues experience
him differently. They experience him as arrogant, critical, and stubborn—at times even
bordering on vindictive.
A committed believer since a young age, immersed in scripture and prayer
through a lifetime of academia and pastoral ministry, one would assume that Pastor
Suzuki is well along the path of transformation into the image of Christ. However, his
personas in Japanese and in English seem to lack congruence with each other, and his
personality and presence seem different depending on the language he is speaking.

7
Kana is a Japanese high school exchange student studying in the US for a year.
Her home life in Japan is not easy. Her parents rarely speak to each other. Her family
moves frequently due to her father’s work, and her mother has ongoing struggles with
depression that prevent her from providing the kind of support that mothers in Japan are
expected to provide such as laundry, cooking, shopping, and participation in PTA and
other community obligations. Due to frequent relocation and her mother’s inability to
provide the kinds of culturally prescribed home support, Kana was bullied from
elementary school on. She has found solace in her alternate world of English where she
can construct her identity as she chooses life apart from her family of origin.
The warm and friendly atmosphere of her host family’s home life and the church
they attend fascinates Kana. After a few months, they invite her to “believe in Jesus” by
saying a prayer asking Jesus into her heart, and she does. She wants to stay in the US
forever, but she must return to Japan at the end of the school year. Upon her return, she
tries going to a Japanese church, but finds it very, very different from her church in the
US. Eventually she discovers a bilingual church7 where she drops in once in a while, but
generally avoids talking about her family, work, or personal life. She frequently makes
nostalgic comments about her time in the US and her host family. Kana is often critical of
Japanese ways of doing things.
Ken became a Christian a few years ago through an Australian colleague. He
attends the same church as his friend. It is an international church in Japan with Englishspeaking pastors. Ken enjoys attending church because it connects him with his friend
and offers him a chance to improve his English while learning about God. He has not

7

The church’s ethos is North American evangelical. The pastor speaks minimal Japanese and so
the service is crafted in English then translated into Japanese, sentence by sentence.
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talked with his parents much about his faith although they know he sometimes attends an
English-speaking church. While he has a Japanese Bible, Ken usually reads it in English
and prays in English since that is how his friend taught him to pray. Ken recently visited
a Japanese-speaking church near his parents’ house and noticed many differences
between his international church and the Japanese church. He began to feel confused and
discomforted when he realized that praying in Japanese was awkward and seemed more
difficult than praying in English even though Japanese was his native language. He
wonders if he should be concerned.
Mizuko went to an expatriate8 English-speaking church in Japan because of deep
sadness and depression. Only later did she share with the pastor what had triggered it:
Her mother-in-law and her husband—both of whom she lived with—pressured her into
having an abortion. Her husband is verbally and physically abusive, but this only became
obvious after their marriage. She seems to really enjoy worship and singing praise songs
to God, and she often speaks longingly about how she wished she could be baptized.
When the pastor asked her what was keeping her from baptism, she wistfully said she did
not feel that she could forgive her husband. She says she knows Jesus taught his
followers to forgive, and each week at worship when it is time to pray the Lord’s Prayer,
she is reminded of the need to forgive if she wants God to forgive her. She faces a
struggle in heart between being drawn to God and the church, but feeling unable to
forgive her husband and mother-in-law.

8

Expatriates are those who live outside of their country of citizenship for business or pleasure. In
Tokyo and other Japanese urban centers, “expats” often live, shop, and socialize in certain areas conducive
to their interests or lifestyle.
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Forgiveness is Difficult and Multi-Dimensional
As illustrated in the above vignettes, the problem of monolingual forgiveness9 in
bilingual lives is a smaller, representative marker of faith formation since forgiveness (or
lack thereof) lies at the nexus of human pain, identity, intention, and demonstrated love
for one’s enemies.
When a Japanese/English bilingual—particularly a person who has acquired or
uses the languages in highly differential contexts—engages in forgiveness of self,
situations, and others, all of the above dynamics mentioned for monolinguals are
involved. This is due to the activation of preconscious and unconscious processes
mediated by the psychological relationship of language and emotion. It is true that many
monolinguals may also have simultaneously differing or competing pre- or unconscious
conceptions of forgiveness, as in a situation where personal and familial experiences of
forgiveness may differ. A child may have different experiences of forgiveness with one
parent than with another parent, or in some cases, multiple discontinuous experiences if
there has been a succession of caregivers.
When more than one distinct cultural frame is present, as is often the case for
bilinguals, there is the possibility of even greater disconnect between what one feels and
thinks in the two respective languages. This disconnect can act like a broken pipe,
limiting the amount of influence that faith in only one language can have on the lived
experience of the person in the other. This does not deny the role of the Holy Spirit to
intervene supernaturally; it merely describes the natural human experience of a nonintegrated bilingual life.

9

The author’s definition of forgiveness can be found in Ch. 2, “A Theological Look.”
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Significantly differing cultural conceptions of forgiveness exist between Western
individualistic cultures, such as the US-American cultures, and Asian collectivistic
cultures, such as those found in Japan. Japanese/English speaking bilinguals are
potentially affected by both sets of cultural assumptions about forgiveness. However,
many factors shape to what extent these cultural assumptions or “lenses” are activated,
and to what extent they are or are not integrated. Often bilinguals find themselves in a
worshiping community or relationship of mentoring, discipleship, or spiritual direction
such that those around them may not understand that there may be different assumptions
about what the word “forgiveness” means. The complexities concerning multiple
constructs of forgiveness that may be functioning at a subconscious or non-conscious
affective level in the Japanese/English-speaking person may be completely unnoticed by
the monolingual religious “expert.” The bilinguals themselves may not consciously
notice the differences, but may “feel” the disparity on some level.
Why Is This a Problem?
On an individual intra-personal level, the cumulative demands of both cultural
constructs of forgiveness might feel overwhelming, particularly to a new believer. The
pastor, mentor or discipler might not realize that his or her own constructs are
significantly different than the new believer’s, and the superimposition of the “faith
expert’s” assumptions about forgiveness on top of the cultural assumptions of the new
believer may cause an overload. Particularly in situations where the “expert” is Western,
and the new believer is more influenced by Japanese cultural assumptions, the new
believer might be reticent to clarify, and feel like an unachievable hurdle has been placed
in the path of their attempts to be a follower of Jesus. Perhaps one might even feel, “You

11
do not know what you are asking,” and, feeling unable, sorrowfully turn away, as in the
case of Mizuko above.
Another possible scenario might be that of a bilingual Christian who understands
and lives his faith in predominantly one language and through predominately one cultural
persona. As in the aforementioned case of Pastor Suzuki, if only one cultural
understanding of forgiveness is lived into, then the split between the personas of the
bicultural person is intensified by Christian faith rather than healed and integrated into
wholeness.
A “split” or lack of integration for the bilingual lessens the potential effect that
faith can have on the whole person. A compartmentalized faith—a faith contained in
hermetically sealed sections of a person’s life—is problematic for many reasons. As will
be seen in the later section in this chapter on Christian Spiritual Formation, growth in
capacity to love God with one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength is a foundational
commandment that frames the process of growth. Heart, soul, mind and strength are not
to be understood as separate entities, but interrelated facets a human person. However,
degrees of distance or disconnection between them can occur, as in the case of
hypocrisy—drawn from the Greek word for acting—which is what happens when the
behavior (strength or life force seen through words and actions) does not match the heart,
or intent, or when words and actions do not flow from the same source.10
Although God is the God of all cultures and languages, faith as it is lived out in
any context is conditioned by the context. Concerns and assumptions of one context may
be less of a concern in another cultural context. Implications and applications of dogma,
10

Doug Harper, Online Etymology Dictionary, s.v. "Hypocrite," accessed January 2, 2017,
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=hypocrisy.
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and even doctrine, in one context, when applied without careful consideration in a
different context may not make sense, and may not have the same result. Forgiveness is
such a large area that one cultural context’s ways of working toward forgiveness may not
fit well with relational challenges in another cultural context. Patterns of communication
and conflict management, both of which are deeply related to the process of forgiveness,
are culturally conditioned, and as will be touched on Chapters 2 and 3, values like
“directness” and “clarity” which may be assumed to be natural tools in the forgiveness
process in one culture may not fit well in another. So Kana, and others like her, may find
it difficult to take the resources of faith which are modeled and taught to her through one
language and cultural context and helpfully apply them to the challenges she feels in the
rest of her life lived in another language and cultural context.
In Ken’s situation too, the potential lack of connection between his English
speaking life (faith practice, church, work, and some friendships) and the rest of his
Japanese life and personal history may be problematic even beyond the struggle to apply
one cultural “shape” of faith to a very differently shaped context. He may find that
integrating his history and web of Japanese relationships into his faith may be so
complicated that it is easier not to…thereby losing an important part of who he is.
Not only does this compartmentalization negatively affect the individual on the
psychic journey to wholeness, it also lessens the potentially appealing and compelling
impact of one’s faith on others in the culture and community. Ideally, the bilingual (or
multilingual) believer’s faith-informed, transformed and culturally relevant relationships
with others in her home culture and community would over time bear increasingly clear
and compelling witness to Christ’s love and forgiveness. However, if forgiveness is not
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enfleshed in a form that is recognizable, it might offend and cause distance rather than
appeal.
Methodology
My own journey towards seeing the world through two cultural lenses intensified
in early adulthood when I moved to Japan as a missionary and began to study Japanese
through immersion. This journey continued with raising bilingual kids in a Japanese
church and educational system. My background in sociology, theology, and applied
linguistics contributes to a life-long interest in how language and context are related to
experience. Differences between my children’s experiences and sense of identity growing
up bilingual in Japan, almost unable to separate their “English speaking self” from their
“Japanese speaking self” and my own experience of slowly becoming bilingual as an
adult helped me see that being or becoming bilingual shapes one’s experience of self and
identity, other, and Other. However, becoming bilingual later in life seems to shape it
differently than growing up bilingual.11 My experiences of faith and forgiveness are seen
through these two cultural lenses—that of a somewhat typical female in a monolingual
US context, and bilingual “foreigner” serving a church and raising a family in a largely
monolingual Japanese context. Over the years these two lenses have become more
integrated, but the fact that I still retain the ability to see through them one at a time
shapes both my area of study and approach to research.12
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Scope and Limitations
Most Doctor of Ministry dissertations are praxis oriented, often including a
project that is developed in answer to a ministry problem. Due to factors relating to this
researcher and those relating to the nature of the area being researched, this study is based
on ethnography of sorts and is more theoretical in nature. Factors that relate to the
researcher in addition to those above include the following: After entering the Doctor of
Ministry in Leadership and Spiritual Formation at George Fox University (renamed
Portland Seminary as of 01/01/2017), my husband and I made an unforeseen decision to
step down from ministry in Japan and put down roots in the United States due to family
needs. Instead of returning to Japan for a final 5 to 10 years of ministry to implement
some of the concepts I have researched, we are in the United States due to unforeseen
circumstances and not significantly engaged in Japanese ministry for the foreseeable
future.
In light of these factors, I chose to pursue theoretical research with practical
implications that might provide a steppingstone for those who are better positioned to
develop intentional and appropriate strategies for Christian spiritual formation with
bilingual Japanese in Japan and around the world. This research might also provide
stimulus for conversation, reflection, and research in the nascent area of Christian
spiritual formation in Japan with monolingual Japanese.
Delimitations
The current research uses a broad range of information and studies whose
research questions may be framed with different assumptions than my own. Due to the
variety of disciplines, subjects, and philosophical systems employed as well as the
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reliance on inductive logic by means of correlation, conclusions are suggestive rather
than predictive. However, generalizable themes may be applicable to bilinguals from
other language backgrounds, which could be investigated in further research.
The vignettes, assumptions and hypotheses presented in this dissertation concern
linguistically and culturally Japanese people who are bilingual in English to varying
degrees. While there are also English/Japanese bilinguals such as myself whose primary
linguistic and cultural identity is English-speaking and Western, this research does not
specifically address forgiveness for these bilinguals, although some similar dynamics
may occur.13
Multi-method Approach, Assumptions and Hypotheses
The author has chosen to take a multi-method approach consonant with the field
of practical theology in researching the area of forgiveness as experienced by
Japanese/English bilinguals. This will include a review of relevant theoretical and
empirical literature in the social sciences pertaining to forgiveness, conflict, and identity,
linguistic and psychological literature pertaining to bilingualism, as well as background
historical, cultural, and anthropological information about Japan, and theological
resources.
This post-positivist, eclectic approach has been chosen in order to access valuable
resources of diverse yet relevant fields. The author is aware of the inherent dangers of
drawing unsystematically from seemingly disparate disciplines and methodologies, but
nonetheless chooses this eclectic though not unprincipled approach in pursuit of a more
full-orbed, useful knowledge.
13
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The assumptions that frame the investigation are as follows:
1. Significant differences exist between Western and Japanese cultural
understandings about what needs to be overtly forgiven in interpersonal
relationships.
2. Significant cultural differences exist about the definition and meaning of
forgiveness.
3. Significant differences exist regarding culturally appropriate actions,
emotions, and attitudes involved in the process of forgiveness.
4. Japanese/English bilinguals have internalized—at least partially, and not
necessarily in an integrated manner—aspects of both sets of cultures’
approaches to forgiveness.
The hypotheses explored regarding Japanese/English bilinguals are these:
1. Forgiveness is a potentially problematic—yet promising—area of spiritual
formation.
2. Unrecognized differing internalized cultural assumptions about forgiveness
within a bilingual individual may negatively affect the forgiveness process.
3. Unrecognized differing internalized cultural assumptions between individuals
can also negatively affect the forgiveness process.
4. The disjunction between the linguistic and cultural context of offense and
linguistic and cultural context of faith resources may pose roadblocks for
bilinguals in remembering, praying about, and experiencing forgiveness.
Specifically, praying about forgiveness in a language that is different than the
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language of the wounding interaction, particularly if the wounding interaction
happened in one’s L1, may not access the deeper reaches of the experience.
5. Bilingualism can be a resource for Christian spiritual formation for bilinguals
by broadening and adding depth to the construct of forgiveness through a
richer palette of experiences of being forgiven and forgiving others.
6. This “richer palette” of forgiveness may also result in a richer palette of lived
love in relationship to God and others, since the experience of being forgiven
much can lead to greater love.
Forgiveness is both a powerful means of spiritual formation and also evidence
that one is being reformed by the transforming love of God. As Reinhold Niebuhr put it,
“We must be saved by the final form of love which is forgiveness.”14 Since God is love,
as Christians believe, then forgiveness has a Godlike quality to it, and Jesus’ example and
command to forgive is important. The process of forgiveness is a means of formation
because it engages our loves and our hates, our wounds and our brokennesses, even the
ones that we may try to ignore, and brings them into the light where they may be healed.
This results in a greater capacity to experience the love of God and a greater ability to
love others. However, forgiveness is not always core to Christians’ formational concerns.
Christian Spiritual Formation
The core of the Christian faith is the love of God forgiving humanity and
redeeming the cosmos through the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus the
Messiah, God-with-us. Christianity worships, celebrates, and proclaims a cosmic Christ
14
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born of a particular peasant woman in a particular place among a specific web of people
speaking a local dialect of a particular language in the context of the Roman oppression
of Jewish people approximately 2,000 years ago. The universality of God’s purpose and
the specificity of its implementation remind us that God is the concept originator of
“glocalization” for the good of all.15
Universality and Cultural Specificity of Christian Spiritual Formation
Christianity, though universal in its concerns, has a lived expression in time and
space. As Mullins, a noted scholar of sociology of religion puts it, “There is no such thing
as a ‘pure’ transcultural expression of Christianity or any other world religion—there are
only particular cultural manifestations…[it] only exists in the vernacular.”16 This has
implications for not only proclamation but also the practice of faith, and the practice of
faith in any given context is highly formational.
Christian Spiritual Formation (CSF) attempts to articulate and facilitate the means
by which individuals, families, and communities grow and are transformed in Christ in
order to facilitate the maturation process for the glory of God. While Christian formation
as a self-conscious academic discipline is relatively new, its concerns are not.
Historically, the concerns of CSF have fallen under various disciplines including ascetical
theology, pastoral theology, psychology, ethics, and Christian education. The larger
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cultural context within which the church exists shapes the assumptions that inform an
implicit or explicit model of CSF; however the extent to which this is so is not usually
recognized by those involved. Often this is more clearly seen in historical hindsight or by
outsiders to the culture.
All life and growth, and therefore all CSF, occurs in a particular context that itself
is a complex matrix of many strands, all of which are interrelated.17 This interrelatedness
is one of the factors that makes research into CSF difficult. Other factors include the
difficulty of quantifying the unquantifiables of faith, hope, and love, as well as questions
of definition and validity: what standards are used to measure these variables and other
dimensions of Christian growth; and to what extent do these metrics accurately reflect the
underlying reality of what is being measured?
As the photographer or visual artist knows, things look different in different
contexts. Or to use the realtor’s maxim, “Location, location, location.” While the former
example of a visual artist hints at the potential inherent beauty and worth of an item being
seen or experienced depending on its frame or context, the latter metaphor more bluntly
expresses the “value” of an item in terms of its utility. In the case of property, worth is
connected to its convenience and proximity to desirable destinations for the potential
purchaser. This tendency to value what is convenient and close to one’s ideal is equally
true in the area of CSF, and is reflected in the often-unconscious choice of unit of
analysis and foci deemed indicative of spiritual growth.
The role of context in shaping how people “see” their world has applications to a
variety of disciplines. A somewhat recent book (2003) by Richard Nisbett explored
17
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perception and thinking patterns in Asian collectivist cultures and Western individualistic
cultures. In one well known experiment, the “Fish Tank Experiment,” Western and Asian
subjects were asked to report what they saw in a fishtank populated with various fish,
plants, and rocks. Western subjects more frequently noticed and reported characteristics
of individual fish; Asians tended to notice elements of the context around the fish more
frequently than Western subjects. Both the fish and the context were equally visible, but
each group perceived the same scene differently. 18 While this experiment about what
Asians and Westerners saw in a fish tank has been cited extensively in a variety of
academic fields,19 it also has application to the field of CSF as a heuristic device to raise
awareness of the perceptual lens of culture and its effects, both positive and negative. A
perceptual lens shapes what is seen and what organizing principles are discerned in the
scenery.
The perceptual lens of a culture may highlight, clarify, or provide depth to an area
of human experience and its spiritual significance. However, every act of seeing is also
an act of “unseeing.” A perceptual lens of culture may also have the effect of normatizing
attitudes or practices that may have quite different meaning in other contexts.20 This same
lens can also limit or subtly exclude what can be seen, as a window through a wall frames
what is outside—but only within the line of vision. However, a change in light or a
simple shift in position relative to the window may result in a radically different view.
Evangelical Christian Spiritual Formation tends to have a western default. For example,
18
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in colonial times, currents and trade ships carried commerce, industrialization, and
politics, as well as missionaries. In our present era, global business, Facebook, Google,
and iTunes carry us all. Even an instrument purported to be useful at measuring
intercultural competence such as the Intercultural Development Inventory, seems to be
skewed toward “what works,” which could be argued to be a Western capitalistic value.21
Cross-cultural practitioners/missionaries may be less aware of their cultural lenses than
they think.
In CSF, the role of context has frequently been under-appreciated resulting in a
normatization of what is. This tendency to assume that one’s culture is the default, the
best base from which to understand and live as a follower of the true God, is evident from
numerous examples in Scripture and history. The notable New Testament example of
Peter and Cornelius often titled “The Conversion of Cornelius” describes two
conversions, but of the two, the more radical conversion of Peter to understand and
embrace a larger frame of God’s saving action is given center stage by the writer of
Acts.22
This assumption of normativity can limit awareness that some aspects of one’s
own practice may not be as integrally “Christian” as assumed, and can also limit
acceptance or appreciation of cultural variants of faith practice.23 This is important
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knowledge in an increasingly mobile and globally connected world. However, awareness
of the limits of one’s own or one’s culture’s way of seeing and perceiving the world may
come with great pain. In missiology, as well as in other areas of academia, there has been
a tectonic plate shift brought on by just this crisis of epistemology: “The collapse of a
previously held narrative brings with it a new and often awkward self-consciousness and
vulnerability… An epistemological crisis grants a self-knowledge that otherwise would
escape our own understanding of ourself.”24
God loves the world, and all the people of the world. Every context and each
culture provides both resources for and challenges to formation into the image of Christ.
Growth and change is rooted in and shaped by the particular context of the individual and
the community.
Units, Goals, and Processes
The context in which CSF takes place shapes the implicit assumptions and the
explicit articulation of the formational units, goals, and processes. Whether the primary
unit of formation is considered to be the individual, the family, the church, or human
society as a whole will impact what the goals of formation are as well as strategies for
reaching these goals.
Because the goals of CSF relate to the implicit unit of formation, people in each
culture and society understand these goals in a slightly different way even though they
may be cast in similar language. These differences may be felt as a source of irritation,
confusion, or wonder for outsiders to the culture. However, noticing, exploring, and
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attempting to understand these differences is important as a corrective to the implicit
cultural introversion and myopathy of any homogenous group.
Since the time of Jesus’ earthly ministry, personal discipleship/apprenticeship to
Jesus and intentional participation in corporate worship of God and ongoing life together
with other believers has been the normative method of forming followers of Jesus. At
times, the Church has advocated formative various spiritual disciplines or practices, while
at other times, regular worship and the shaping forces of life lived within the teaching of
the Church and Scripture has been deemed to be duly formative. In any case, the multifaceted work of the Spirit, the particular context, and the human response and
cooperation with the gracious overtures of God all influence the outcome—the forming,
deforming, or re-forming of the lives of individuals and the groups to which they belong
into something that reflects the intent of the Creator or not.
“Telos”: Christian Spiritual Formation as Growth in Love
While an argument can be made that the church does not necessarily need an
articulated understanding of Christian formation in order to form believers well, an
equally good argument can be made that keeping the end, or the goal, in sight generally
improves the aim. Granted, Paul and the early church fathers did not leave behind syllabi
for Christian formation organized around our 21st century U.S. or Japanese curriculum
concerns. However, even a cursory reading leaves no doubt that these giants had a
burning vision of what the church—and perhaps the individual—was called to be, and
was in fact becoming, through the proclamation of the Word, the faithful response of the
chosen, and the power of the Spirit.
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Placing a discussion of the goals of CSF in the larger context is helpful to see how
the means and ends relate. This may even raise the question of how closely the implicit
and explicit ends of our Christian Spiritual Formation assumptions and practices reflect
the methods and ends of Jesus’ kingdom of God. One framework for analyzing this is the
Murphy-McIntyrian framework of telos, problem, and praxis as described by Michael
Leffel.25 Working on the framework of virtue philosopher Alistair McIntyre, “Murphy
has suggested that psychologists need to more clearly formulate mini-systematic
theologies organized around the psycho-theological dimensions of moral telos, problem,
and praxis, i.e., theology-driven accounts of the purpose, dilemma, and process of moralpsychological development and flourishing.” This is a call for recognizing virtue and
morality as legitimate and necessary parts of an academic description of human
flourishing.
Jesus’ Words and Life
Jesus was unequivocally clear that an embodied love toward God, self, and others
is God’s command and desire for human life. When asked an “academic” question about
what was most important in the Hebrew Scriptures, Jesus responded with the historic
identity statement and daily prayer of Israel, the Shema and then linked this with love of
one’s neighbor. “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it:
‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two
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commandments.”26 It is noteworthy that this response of Jesus is given to an individual
who represents a group of devout religious experts who would be very familiar with the
history of God’s dealings with the people of Israel as a group and as a group of wayward
individuals.
Jesus, the incarnated love of God, shows us how to live as God intends. As Foster
poetically puts it, Jesus’ life demonstrates “the divine paradigm for conjugating all the
verbs of our living.”27 The kind of life that God wants for us may be helped by doctrinal
head knowledge but is not dependent on it. Right thinking is helpful if it contributes to
living in harmony with the purposes of God through the power of Spirit as seen in a
growing capacity to love in all of our relationships. This work of transformation is a
cooperative work of the Holy Spirit and human effort, aimed at the “renovation of the
human heart,” yet having intrapersonal, interpersonal, and cosmic dimensions.28
Jesus, the incarnated love of God, demonstrates through his life and teaching that
forgiveness is what love does. A central petition in the prayer Jesus taught his disciples
pertains to forgiveness: Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us29.
Jesus explicitly taught his followers to ask for forgiveness from God the Father for
themselves, and also linked this to a prayed intention to forgive others who have sinned
against them. Jesus taught forgiveness of others and the cultivation of attitudes that make
peace a possibility throughout his life. He restrained his disciples from seeking revenge
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on an inhospitable Samaritan village, and wept over Jerusalem in compassionate
sorrow.30 This lifestyle of forgiveness culminated in his cry from the cross while soldiers
gambled for his clothing, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing.”31
Jesus most completely reveals the heart of God. Jesus’ life and teaching about
forgiveness place it as a central concern of God and God’s kingdom. Therefore, praying
about forgiveness, and learning to forgive and be forgiven, is rightfully a central concern
for pastors, missionaries, spiritual directors, Christian educators, and all who engage in
ministries of Christian spiritual formation.
The Capacity to Love Related to the Experience of Forgiveness
Early in Jesus’ ministry, he has a public yet very personal encounter with a
woman known to be living an immoral life.32 While Jesus is reclining as a dinner guest at
a religious leader’s house, this unnamed woman comes into the house and stands behind
Jesus weeping. Soon she begins to kiss his road weary feet, wet them with her tears, and
wipe them with her long uncovered hair in plain sight of the host. No doubt it is an
awkwardly tense moment, the air charged with unspoken agendas, assumptions, and
accusations. Yet, instead of drawing back, Jesus’ warm approval of her extravagant gift
shocks his host and still shocks us today.
Jesus then addresses Simon’s unspoken criticisms of both Jesus’ “ignorance” as to
the identity of the woman and the woman’s impropriety. He does this by comparing the
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woman’s generosity with Simon’s parsimony of hospitality in a direct, unselfconscious
verbalization of what Jesus sees—on the one hand, Simon’s heart attitude of selfish
orientation that results in concern for protection of his status, advancement of self, and
criticism of others, and on the other hand, the woman’s generous “other” orientation of
self-giving love which overflowed in washing Jesus’ hair with her feet in spite of critical
glares. This episode is capped with the enigmatic yet damning statement, “Whoever has
been forgiven little, loves little”; Jesus’ affirmation of the woman’s experience of
forgiveness follows her visible expression of other-oriented love, and he goes so far as to
imply that it is her experience of great forgiveness that wells up in this great love and
results in her actions. Jesus’ words and attitude turn ancient and contemporary
understandings of goodness and belovedness by God as being dependent on ritual
sacrifice, moral purity, or hard work upside down. Instead, he honors this woman’s
actions-of-love-at-risk-to-self based in the experiential knowledge of being deeply and
generously forgiven.
While forgiveness is difficult for all, it is a particularly complicated and important
area for bilinguals who inhabit multiple “worlds” with differing, and often conflicting,
values and rules. Rather than find themselves more able to love others, some Christian
bilinguals—including pastors, missionaries and church leaders—find themselves less
able to do so. While in theory an ability to connect with a broader number of people
through two (or more) languages would allow greater capacity to love and forgive, this is
not always the case. Some bilinguals find themselves moving expertly between worlds,
exchanging the values of one world at the door of the next. Others are unable to see and
appreciate the goodness in another’s difference, because it threatens something deep
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within. Others seem most at ease at the margins between cultures, almost as if in hiding
from truly belonging or being known in either of their cultural contexts. Still others seem
to be perennially ill at ease with one of their affiliations, almost wishing it would
disappear.
Conclusion
Intercultural faith formation is a relatively new topic of inquiry. The author’s
experiences and observations about becoming bilingual and raising bilingual children
combined with curiosity about how bilingualism relates to faith and forgiveness has
caused her to focus on this under researched area. Those who live between cultures are in
some senses pioneers, and their faith journeys have not always been understood or
resourced in monolingual churches. Additionally, their faith experiences are important
gifts to the church in preparing for the future. However, little is known about how
language and culture affect faith formation, and so broad theoretical questions were
presented as background for the focus of this research on language of prayer and
forgiveness for bilingual Japanese English speakers.
Forgiveness is difficult even for monolinguals. For bilinguals there are potentially
additional areas of concern, particularly for those who practice faith through primarily
one language but live in two. If the resources of faith are not available to connect with, or
be applicable to the other-language parts of the person’s life, then the potential for change
is limited. Mono-lingual or limited bilingual clergy and missionaries may complicate
matters by unconsciously normatizing their own ways of practicing faith including the
area of forgiveness and assuming that these are also appropriate for a different language
and culture. This confusion of the eternal gospel with the “vernacular” shape of
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Christianity in a given context is an ongoing problem in missiology. In the religious
teacher/seeker relationship in Japan this confusion may result in problems ranging from
limited influence of faith on life due to compartmentalization to regretful stepping away
from church due to the seemingly impossible hurdle of forgiveness. Composite nonbiographical vignettes illustrating some of the potential problems with monolingual
forgiveness in bilingual Japanese/English speakers were presented.
In order to clearly ground forgiveness in the area Christian Spiritual Formation,
Jesus’ identification of the two Great Commandments as what God desires and requires is
presented. Embodied love of God, self, and others is what Jesus taught and lived. In the
interaction with Simon the Pharisee and the woman who washed his feet with her hair,
Jesus declares, “whoever has been forgiven little, loves little” implying a relationship
between experiencing forgiveness and capacity to love. Consequently, bilingual
Japanese/English speakers experience of praying about forgiveness in order to better
understand difficulties in receiving and extending forgiveness is considered an important
area for research.

CHAPTER 2:
FORGIVENESS

“Forgiveness is a vast multidimensional construct.”1
In recent years, forgiveness has reemerged as an appropriate topic for study not
only in psychology, but also biology, anthropology, political science, immunology, and
communication theory. Many researchers have noted a strong connection between
forgiveness and physical health and also between forgiveness and emotional health and
wellbeing, both subjectively and objectively assessed.
Forgiveness has been defined in varied ways. It is a complicated process
involving injured parties, wrongdoers, and bystanders. Potential recipients of forgiveness
may include self, other, or even circumstances. The process of forgiveness involves
change in identity, and so the one who forgives is different after forgiving than before.
Forgiveness is understood, expected, offered, and rejected in different ways in different
cultures. In order to understand some of the dimensions that pertain to bilinguals’
experience of praying about forgiveness, this chapter includes a look at psychological and
socio-cultural contributions through a brief overview of pertinent literature. Finally, a
theological look at forgiveness will ground the discussion in the giving and forgiving
love of God.
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A Psychological Look
Whether examined on the cellular level of the human organism, the intimate space
of marriage and family relationships, or the macro level of human societies, forgiveness
is positively related to physical, emotional, and spiritual health and wellness of human
beings in relationship with others.2 Forgiveness is increasingly recognized as admirable,
and an efficacious, and possibly essential, part of growth through and beyond the wounds
of living.
One can find significant variation in how individuals understand forgiveness. This
has complicated researchers’ work of constructing and clarifying definitions. What
follows is a brief overview of how some key Western researchers in the social sciences
define forgiveness. Snyder and Yamhure Thompson define forgiveness as “the framing of
a perceived transgression such that one’s attachment to the transgressor, transgression,
and sequelae of the transgression is transformed from negative to neutral or positive.”3
Another group of researchers, McCullough et al., focus on the prosocial changes in
interpersonal motivations as reflected in behavior rather than in affect.4 Still others define
forgiveness as “a willingness to abandon one’s right to resentment, negative judgment,
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and indifferent behavior toward one who unjustly hurt us, while fostering the undeserved
qualities of compassion, generosity, and even love toward him or her.”5
From a slightly different perspective, that of a theologian and pastor, Meninger
defines forgiveness as a form of realism that allows us to “see ourselves, others and
events of our life as they really are” without denying, ignoring, minimizing,
camouflaging or excusing what has happened.6 Specifically, Meninger identifies the
decisional and affective dimensions of forgiveness in this way: 1) a lived decision to be
done with hiding, suffering, hating, and fantasizing revenge, 2) release of all negative
emotions connected with past incidents, 3) a state of true freedom from being stuck in the
past so that one can live in the present with positive self esteem based on the inherent
worth given by God.7
As is seen from this brief overview, definitions of forgiveness may include
behavioral change, affective change, cognitive change, intrapersonal and interpersonal
prosocial change. While forgiveness by the injured party is often the focus, forgiveness of
self by an offender is a process that seems to mirror forgiveness of another.
Point of View: Offender, Victim, Onlooker
One way to examine forgiveness is from the point of view of the various
participants. Forgiveness from the point of view of the offender looks at how the offender
comes to terms with the magnitude of the offense, the effect on the other person, and the
effect on oneself of acknowledging what one has done. Analysis may include the
5
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offender’s capacity or willingness to consider why s/he offended another, and the
acceptance (or lack thereof) of this self-knowledge. What happens next? Does the
offender perhaps seek healing and change? Does the offender attempt restitution, or
otherwise seek reconciliation and restoration of relationship with the offended? Research
may also focus on the affective states of the offender throughout this process, or an
examination of implicit models of forgiveness (childhood experiences, examples of
significant others, or media heroes) or explicit models (such as a victim/offender
reconciliation program, a mentor, or AA) that the offender relies on in navigating this
process. Additionally, support systems, limitations, or unforeseen outside circumstances
that pertain to this process may be examined.
Forgiveness can also be investigated from the point of view of the offended, or
the victim, or even from the point of view of the bystander. Although there are significant
differences in the tasks, resources, and challenges for forgiveness process for each of the
different participants, similarities exist as well. In regard to victim forgiveness, much
research has been done on trait forgiveness—forgiveness across time, situations, and
relationships—and state forgiveness, which measures the degree of forgiveness for a
specific offense.8 Because trait forgiveness is usually measured with self-reporting
instruments, situational measures that look at what a person did or would do in specific
situations are a useful balance in this kind of research.
Forgiveness of Others, Self, and Situations. Religion/spirituality. Because most
major religions, including Christianity, teach forgiveness, significant research has been
8
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conducted on the relationship of Religion/Spirituality (R/S) to forgiveness of others.
Many studies have reported a positive relationship between religiousness and forgiveness
but these results have generally held only under certain conditions such as “low-cost
helping actions or whether the people being helped were personally known.”9 Although
most research around R/S and forgiveness has focused on how it might facilitate
forgiveness, R/S can also mitigate against forgiveness, particularly when the victim is
angry with God, views the transgression as a desecration, or the offender as evil.10 The
role of empathy in mediating forgiveness appears to be important in R/S and forgiveness
regardless of the R/S of the victim.
A 2013 meta-analysis of research on R/S and forgiveness confirmed “a moderate
relationship between R/S and trait forgiveness and a smaller (perhaps inconsistent)
relationship between R/S and state forgiveness.”11 Put another way, people who are
religious or spiritually oriented tend to view themselves as forgiving and assume that they
will act in a forgiving manner toward others, but their actual behavior is less closely
correlated with this. A variety of individual and contextual factors affect whether or to
what degree an individual forgives another.
The relationship between R/S and self-forgiveness has been less investigated.
Recent research has investigated R/S and self-forgiveness exploring a possible link with
attachment theories including relational spirituality measures. Interestingly, it appears
that the kind or the quality of one’s relationship with the deity, and the characteristics
9
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attributed to the deity do relate to one’s tendency to forgive self: “Relationships
characterized by a more positive view of the sacred (e.g., accepting, compassionate) were
associated with greater tendency to forgive the self.”12 This points to the potential
resource both for individuals and communities in strengthening connection with a
compassionate Deity.
Self-forgiveness is more than merely another category of possible objects of
forgiveness. While psychopaths may score high on some definitions of “self-forgiveness”
which could more aptly be called excusing oneself from blame, self-forgiveness that
involves a reaffirmation of values is helpful in building positive self-regard and
decreasing shame.13
This kind of responsible self-forgiveness has begun to be researched as “a
transformative coping strategy by which perpetrators substantially modify or transform
their self-concept to an essentially new self-concept that integrates personal responsibility
for an offense with a prior sense of self-worth.”14 Increasing positive self-regard,
decreasing shame, and integrating personal responsibility with a new self-concept are
important because how one feels about oneself impacts how one relates to others.
Personality traits and context-specific factors. Another recent study by Peggy
Koutsos, et al., investigated the interrelationship of personality traits and situation-
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specific factors.15 Researchers found that a higher score of personality traits of
agreeableness and spirituality and lower score of neuroticism reported a greater
disposition to forgive. Additionally, context-specific factors were examined as predictors
of forgiveness. In specific situations, the value of the relationship, whether or not the
offender listened, apologized, or provided compensation, and the subjective evaluation of
whether the victim expected the transgressor to repeat the offense were found to be
important.16 The findings support the idea that interpersonal forgiveness involves the
interplay of factors relating to the offender, the perpetrator, and the context.
Differentiation of self. Another concept of interest in regard to forgiveness
research is Differentiation of Self (DoS). DoS is a developmental construct that “refers to
an individual’s self-regulatory capacity along intra- and interpersonal dimensions” and
has been shown to have “positive associations with indicators of individual level
psychological health and relational level well-being.”17 A 2015 research study also found
that “higher attachment anxiety was associated with decreased differentiation of self, and
that decreased differentiation of self was then associated with lower levels of
interpersonal forgiveness.”18 It is possible that attachment anxiety makes it more difficult
for people to handle negative emotions that arise from feeling wronged, and that
differentiation of self is less developed when there has been an early history of insecure
15
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attachment. On the other hand, ability to handle negative emotions seems to correlate
with dispositional forgiveness.19
A thought provoking 2010 article by Majerus and Sandage connects the concept
of Christian maturity with DoS. They note that though psychologists do not speak much
of sin, the acceptance of responsibility for one’s self and one’s actions is an essential part
of maturity. The self-in-relationship/separate-togetherness of DoS actually allows one to
be “capable of genuine concern for others without expecting something in return,” which
is an important part of forgiveness.20
Stages of Forgiveness. Different researchers and Christian practitioners have
divided the process of forgiveness into different stages which generally seem to overlap.
However, as previously noted, the definition of forgiveness affects how it is
conceptualized. What follows is a brief overview how some researchers and practitioners
delineate the stages of forgiveness.
Linn et. al see a parallel between Kubler-Ross’s five stages of coming to terms
with death and the process people go through in coming to terms with interpersonal hurt
through forgiveness.21 The rationale is that hurts are a kind of loss, and losses are in a
sense, a little death. Enright and others have proposed a four-stage model that includes
identification of hurt, decision-making, work, and outcome.22 Enright et al. note that
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while they have incorporated concepts from many disciplines, they have intentionally
developed their model and used language that does not belong exclusively to Freudian,
psychodynamic, Eriksonian, cognitive developmental, or behaviorist theories in order to
avoid the inherent elitism of highly specialized vocabulary and concepts that excludes
many from the conversation; “Forgiveness should be accessible to all.”23
Coleman, in the context of marriage and family therapy uses a five phase model:
1) Identifying the hurt, 2) Confronting the other, 3) Dialogue to understanding, 4)
Forgiving, and 5) Letting go.24 Note that Coleman considers confrontation an essential
part of the process of forgiveness in committed relationships the individualistic context of
North America.
A nine-stage process of forgiveness has been described by Joanna North and is
presented below.25 Table 1 and Table 2 mirror each other, showing the similarity of
content and the sequential progression of tasks for each party in the forgiveness process.
Seeing the stages for the injured party and the wrongdoer laid out in this way helps to
clarify that many of the pieces of the forgiveness process on each side are very similar.
Ideally, forgiveness happens on both sides simultaneously, but that is not always the
reality.
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Table 1. Forgiveness Stages—Injured Party and Wrongdoer
Stage
1

Injured Party

Wrongdoer

IP experiences negative feelings.
Gradually recognizes and becomes
aware of feelings experienced.

WD recognizes that what he or she
has done wrong. Also recognizes
IP’s right to punish.

2

IP demands
justice/punishment/retribution.
Perhaps feels some lessening of
negative emotions.

WD experiences “other oriented”
regret or remorse for the wrong.

3

IP willing to forgive, primarily to
relieve own feelings.

4

IP looks beyond him or herself to
wrongdoer (WD). Recognizes some
form of impersonal claim on one’s
forgiveness.

WD resolves to reform. Undergoes
a process of reframing in regard to
self.
WD recognizes some measure of
improvement. Process of selfforgiveness under way.

5

IP recognizes a personal claim on
one’s forgiveness.

6

IP experiences desire to forgive.
Feels more positive emotions
toward WD.

7

IP decides to try to forgive WD.
Undergoes a process of “reframing”
which helps IP to separate WD
from his wrong.

Some measure of self-forgiveness
achieved. WD now awaits IP’s
response.

8

IP offers or displays some public
form of expression of his
forgiveness.

WD accepts IP’s offer of
forgiveness. Self-esteem restored,
at least partially.

WD desires IP’s forgiveness.
WD asks IP for forgiveness.

IP’s negative feelings largely or
wholly overcome. Reconciliation
now achieved or possible.

WD has overcome negative
feelings of self-hatred or
9
disapproval. Reconciliation now
achieved or possible.
Source: Data adapted from Joanna North, “The ‘Ideal’ of Forgiveness,” in Exploring Forgiveness, eds.
Robert D. Enright and Joanna North (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), 30.

North’s process represents an “ideal” of interactive forgiveness that seems
unreachable for many. She herself notes that it is ideal in the archetypal sense as well as
being an ideal that requires the exercise of the moral virtues of “trust, compassion, and
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sympathy, which are the fundamental bonds of unity between all human individuals.”26
While the categories may be different, the trajectory of the forgiveness process is fairly
clear even if it is described with different words.
A variety of emotions may accompany each stage of the forgiveness process in
any of the models. For example, the emotions that surround the first stage of “uncovering
the hurt” not only vary from situation to situation due to the nature of the particular
offense and the injury sustained, but even a fairly comparable offense may evoke
different emotions depending on how the arousal is experienced by the participants along
any of these three dimensions. Stated another way, “Anger is a three-dimensional depthexpression of cultural programming.”27 Although there is some disagreement as to
whether anger is a primary or a secondary emotion, what is certain is that emotion is
encoded as part of our memories, and not only in our “thoughts” but also in our bodies.
Augsburger presents a three-component theory of secondary emotions that
includes chemical arousal on a biological level, cognitive appraisal of the arousal, and
moral-cultural evaluation of the situation and possible responses.28 These three aspects of
a person’s lived experience (bodily feeling, cognitive thinking, and moral/ethical
boundaries that one has internalized or is aware of from one’s life experience and
communities one belongs to) all come together in an experience of an emotion like anger
which frequently occurs in the early certain stages of the process of forgiveness. Even the
experience of emotions is conditioned by one’s cultural context.
26
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Trauma specialists have become increasingly aware of the body’s role in
“knowing” trauma that has been experienced. Recent approaches to healing after trauma
involve techniques that acknowledge and work with the embodied memory.29 As will be
seen in Chapter 4, the embodied experience of language is particularly relevant to
bilingual forgiveness.
Motivation to Forgive. An important area that has not been explored sufficiently
is the question of motivation: What moves people through the forgiveness cycle? While
there are no doubt many forces, two broad categories of motivation that move people to
engage in the forgiveness process rather than staying stuck have been identified: Some
people forgive when the pain gets too great, which is actually a kind of self-oriented
motivation; and others forgive more from an other-oriented motivation with a focus on
what the other needs. Often, the initial self-oriented motivation will expand or change to
include elements of an other-oriented concern during the process. Whether the initial
motivation was self- or other- oriented, the impetus to forgive is life-giving: “People
harm people…and people are inherently social and cannot flourish in isolation…people
either forgive one another or else wither as persons; they reconcile or perish.”30
Forgiveness and Identity. Some key tenets of a socio-cognitive model of identity
development that pertain to forgiveness are as follows: Identity development “occurs in
the context of relationship” and growth is a process of “increasing the individual’s
capacity to integrate a more complex understanding of and relationship to the world
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without becoming destabilized.”31 Psychological disintegration, or overload, may
provoke fear, rage, and anxiety due to perceived threat to one’s physical and
psychological integrity/safety, such as in the stage of uncovering and acknowledging
interpersonal hurt.32 Core processes of adaptation, assimilation, and accommodation of
information and experiences are involved in identity formation. Assimilation builds
“what we think we know, including views of self in relation to the world, and this identity
is our constructed self.”33 If assimilation and accommodation both happen, learning as
demonstrated by change happens. If not, no learning takes place, and Hicks concludes
that psychosocial theorist Piaget would describe the individual as “behaving
egocentrically because he is not open to being changed by the new information.”34
Reasoning backwards, growth can be a result of forgiveness when it incorporates
information about the other, the experience, and the self.
Before growth is obvious, the process of forgiveness requires a kind of death or
loss of identity. Or more colloquially, “forgiveness means giving up all hope of a better
past.”35 It also involves a loss of equilibrium and control in regards to how one made
sense of the world and one’s place in it. Counter intuitive as it may seem, without this
kind of recognition of loss and change, forgiveness may be incomplete. There is often a
certain loss of naivety and a reorganization of one’s “bedrock assumptive sets” to include
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injury as a possibility in those who successfully forgive. Paradoxically, this results in a
certain strength or resilience because they assumed that they might be injured again, and
if they were, “it would not shatter assumptions about the world’s benevolence, life’s
meaning, or justice.”36
Donna Hicks, known for her work in international conflict mediation, has written
extensively about the process of identity reconstruction for both offenders and
perpetrators in reconciliation. In her book Dignity, she shows how dignity is a necessary
precondition for identity reconstruction, which is integrally related to forgiveness.
Although she does not write from any obvious faith perspective, her observations and
insights add much to the current investigation into how identity is formed and deformed
by lack of forgiveness, or re-formed and expanded through it.
While denial may seem like a reasonable strategy for coping with relational pain
and is certainly a default strategy for many, there are reasons to believe that denial and
long term avoidance of the acknowledgement of the pain of hurt can be
counterproductive. Admittedly there may be critical time periods in a person’s life when
denial may be necessary for survival, particularly in times of crisis or when there is a lack
of sufficient social resources available to support safely processing the pain. However,
buried pain generally does not decompose in a life giving manner—as Rohr puts it,
unless we transform our pain, we are prone to transmit it to others.37
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This critical early juncture of whether to acknowledge the wound with it’s
destabilizing effects is often experienced as a threat to identity, creating “a zero-sum view
of the conflict, where one’s very existence seems inextricably linked to the negation of
the other.”38 When the other is experienced as danger or threat to one’s identity, there is a
shut down that happens, an “automatic, self-preserving homeostatic process [shutting]
down the learning channels” that would allow new information and perceptions of the
other and the situation to come in.39 These “frozen beliefs” act as a “stabilizing
mechanism” reinforcing the “egocentric” (embedded in one’s perspective) as opposed to
a more “sociocentric” (capable of tolerating multiple perspectives) approach to the
conflict.40
Hicks understands the concept of dignity to be an integral factor in reconciliation.
She defines dignity as our “birthright” as well as something we owe to others: treating
others “as if they matter, as if they are worthy of care and attention.”41 She grounds
dignity in her understanding of the evolutionary roots of survival, and explores how two
primal drives compete: one for connection without which we cannot survive, and another
for safety. Both drives are activated within the limbic system which quickly senses
dignity violations and prompts us to “disconnect from a person who harms or threatens
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us” and also quickly connects us with others through feelings of love, empathy, and
compassion.42
Her book chapters are structured around “ten essential elements of dignity”
(acceptance of identity, inclusion, safety, acknowledgment, recognition, fairness, benefit
of the doubt, understanding, independence, and accountability) and “ten temptations to
violate dignity” (taking the bait, saving face, shirking responsibility, seeking false
dignity, seeking false security, avoiding conflict, being the victim, resisting feedback,
blaming and shaming others to deflect one’s own guilt, and engaging in false intimacy
and demeaning gossip).43 Although it may be difficult to tell from these short phrases, the
contents closely relate to the process of interpersonal forgiveness.
Although some conceptions of forgiveness may separate reconciliation from
forgiveness, they share a deep similarity and connection. Without dignity, both are
impossible. With dignity, both may be possible. However, attempts at reconciliation
without restoration of human dignity to both the victim and the victimizer are bound to
fail.44 Therefore, because of the pivotal role dignity plays in human interactions around
conflict, forgiveness, and reconciliation, a key question for those who work with others to
facilitate forgiveness is: How can dignity be facilitated for both the victim and the
offender within the forgiveness process in order to increase the possibility of forgiveness
and perhaps reconciliation?
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A Socio-Cultural Look
Construal of Forgiveness in Collectivist and Individualistic Cultures
Most Western social science researchers and theologians view forgiveness as
primarily an intrapersonal event that may have interpersonal ramifications. Consequently,
priority is often given to the intrapersonal aspects of forgiveness over the interpersonal
interactional dimensions. This means that reconciliation, or the restoration of relationship
with the offender, is generally seen as a possible but unnecessary outcome of the
forgiveness process.
Compared to the individualistic perspective, there are hints that those from a
collectivist worldview may be more likely to understand forgiveness as requiring
interpersonal reparation, and that these differences in definition of forgiveness may
change attitudes and behavior around forgiveness.45 Whether the relationship is ongoing
or not is a matter of importance. Surveying undergraduates at a university in the USA,
Hook concluded, “Having an interpersonal conceptualization was positively related to
forgiveness, but only for those participants who were in continuing relationships with the
person who hurt them.”46 In other words, whether or not the person is in an ongoing
relationship with the offender makes a difference. For those from collectivist
backgrounds, this may be even more true. If the offender is not part of one’s group or life
anymore, then the felt need to forgive may be greatly diminished since reconciliation no
longer seems relevant. In other research, Hook et al. conclude:
45

Joshua N. Hook et al., “Does Forgiveness Require Interpersonal Interactions? Individual
Differences in Conceptualization of Forgiveness,” Personality and Individual Differences 53, no. 5 (2012):
687, doi:10.1016/j.paid.2012.05.026.
46

Ibid., 690.

47
A collectivistic self-construal was related to understanding forgiveness as an
interpersonal process that involved reconciliation. Individuals with more
collectivistic views reported higher trait forgivingness, which predicted the
tendency to respond to specific offenses with decisional rather than emotional
forgiveness. Individuals with a more collectivistic self-construal may place more
value on interpersonal harmony, reconciliation, and decisions to forgive rather
than emotional peace.47
Research in this area of differences in collectivist and individualistic definitions of
forgiveness and how these beliefs affect various different scenarios is just beginning.
More is unknown than known, so the need for further research is indisputable.
Augsburger comments, “Forgiveness has many faces. Each culture shapes its
understandings of forgiveness from its central values…The nature of forgiveness and
reconciliation, both in form and content, varies so widely across cultures that multiple
models are necessary…to capture the unique character and process of restoring severed
relationships in each particular context.”48 Although his observations published in 1992
are more impressionistic than empirical, they point to the direction that researchers such
as Hook have begun to elucidate.
Forgiveness and Conflict
Forgiveness and conflict are related. In order to more accurately understand the
nature of forgiveness for either individuals or groups, it is necessary to put forgiveness in
a larger context of the model(s) of conflict implicitly held by the groups or individuals.
Interpersonal conflict could be defined many ways. A nontechnical continuum might
have misunderstandings that cause tension on one end, and premeditated murder on the
other. Sometimes participants in a conflict hold similar assumptions about the value or
47
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danger of conflict and the appropriate means to manage or resolve it. Often in our
increasingly mobile and virtually connected world, participants in a conflict may not
share the same set of assumptions about what conflict means or how it is to be
navigated—or even be aware that others involved do not share these. In the case of
obvious cultural or linguistic difference, it may be easier to recognize the impact of a
differing culture of origin on those involved, and allow some latitude in interpretation of
the intention of the other. In worst-case scenarios, these misses can multiply and intensify
the sense of the “other” as being less than, or other than, fully human.
When obvious external differences are limited, the impact of how the
individual’s “microculture” (the specific manner in which the multiple identities of an
individual are put together), has shaped his or her assumptions about conflict may be less
obvious. This in turn can lead to disorientation, further alienation and estrangement, lack
of hope of real understanding, and an unwillingness to expend further energy in trying to
communicate. Even in situations that seem “monocultural,” differing individual value
systems may make communication difficult and produce conflict.
There are differences in cultures as to what, why, who, and how forgiveness
should happen. Of interest to this dissertation are Asian and Western conceptions of
conflict. In a different context, the “same” offense might “feel” very different. Similarly,
the “same” ways of asking for, or offering forgiveness in two different contexts might
“feel” very different and produce very different results in the relationship of the people
involved. Not only might the costs and results be different in terms of observable
outcome, but also the inner realities of what happens may be very different. For example,
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the cost and effect of publicly asking for forgiveness might be cathartic in one context,
but catastrophic in another.
In 2004, after the first case of SARS was reported in Japan, it was revealed that
the owner of the poultry farm initially covered up evidence of his sick birds, for which he
received a suspended prison sentence of one year. While Westerners may have been
shocked at the chairman of the poultry company and his wife’s subsequent double suicide
by hanging, most Japanese were saddened, but not surprised. Killing oneself as a way of
expressing deep regret and taking responsibility for grave mistakes is a practice that has a
long history there; family members sharing the burden is not unusual either. Mistakes,
whether intentional or not, lead to not only individual shame, but shame on the whole
family and group one represents. For severe offenses, taking one’s own life is considered
an honorable way to show deep regret and remove the shame by an honorable selfdeath.49
Differing Views of Conflict
In the Thomas-Kilman modes of conflict schema widely used in many business
contexts, two dimensions of assertiveness and cooperation are the axes upon which 5
primary modes are arranged:
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Figure 1. Thomas-Kilman Conflict Modes
Source: White Paper, “Making Conflict a Strategic Advantage” on the TKI dedicated page of
Kilmandiagnostics.com.

In this schema, the drive to assert and the opposing drive to cooperate produce
different modes of dealing with conflict. In an article Thomas wrote twenty years after
the model was originally developed, he notes that an updated model takes into account
that “the goals of conflict management…depend on two independent dimensions—one’s
choice of beneficiary and of time frame.”50 The choice of beneficiary may include one
party, both parties, or the larger system which includes both parties. The time frame
refers to a focus on short term or long-term goals.51 This difference is important when
considering conflict strategies of people from individualistic and collectivistic cultural
contexts.
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Different Conflict Management Strategies
Augsburger, in a more wide-ranging look at conflict patterns across cultures notes
that there are many ways of responding to conflict, ranging on a continuum from
avoidance, to repression, displacement, management, resolution, and on to utilization.52
These options, or styles of responding to conflict are influenced by the overall
assumptions and patterns of the culture in regard to conflict. Although the variations are
numerous, Augsburger identifies two basic types of conflict models found in cultures: the
harmony, or linear model, broadly embraced by many Asian and most traditional
societies; and the conflict, or cyclical model, broadly embraced in the West. The cyclical
model views conflict as a normal process of change that may have positive or negative
outcomes depending on how it is handled.53 In stark contrast, the harmony model views
“uniformity, unity, and concord as the natural, normal state of affairs in community and
holds that this is occasionally, if unavoidably, interrupted by conflict events.”54
The implicit difference in unit of analysis can be seen between these two
paradigms. In many traditional cultures and Asian cultures, the essential social unit is not
the individual, but the group. The individual is understood to be part of the group, and
therefore exists in a symbiotic relationship with the group. The individual cannot exist
apart from the group; therefore, both the good of the individual and the good of the group
are important. However, there is an expectation that the individual will conform both for
the good of the group and one’s own good—continued membership and participation in a
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community sustains existence. In individualistic societies, the implicit unit of analysis is
the individual, although of course groups exist and serve many functions.
Several other important dimensions of conflict relate to forgiveness. The type of
conflict model that participants have internalized, and the implicit unit of analysis
influence perceived appropriateness of various containment/management strategies;
perceived “ownership” of the conflict; and perceived options for acknowledging and
resolving the conflict. If conflict is understood to be a personal issue between two
individuals, then “they” own the conflict. If the two individuals perceive themselves, and
are perceived as interdependent parts of a larger group, then the conflict is no longer
merely a personal interaction between two people.
Thomas’ model of conflict is a “process” model, focusing on the “temporal
sequence of events which occur as the system operates” including “mental and behavioral
activities of the conflicting parties.”55 On the other hand, Augsburger’s distinction of the
linear, or harmony model and the cyclical, or conflict model are better understood to be
“structural” models describing primarily four classes of variables: a) ways people behave,
or behavioral predispositions or styles of conflict, b) social pressures or normative forces
of stakeholders, c) incentive structures, or the stakes in the conflict, and d) rules and
procedures deemed appropriate for mediating or arbitrating the dispute.56 So each of
these different models allows a different perspective into the dynamics of conflict.
Thomas’ model looks at events in sequence over time, and Augsburger’s model attempts
to consider different factors that influence the outcome.
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Different cultures use different strategies to manage perceived wrongdoing and
rupture of relationship. Broadly, these can be divided into polarities of acts and attitudes
that sever or “cost” the relationship, and on the other end, strategies for continuing the
relationship. Augsburger poignantly comments,
The midpoint of uniting acceptance in the creative and costly synthesis we call
forgiveness is rare. No culture has any advantage in practicing it. It is painfully
difficult for all. It requires bringing together the two most common ways of
coping with injury—anger and denial—and turns anger toward breaking down
walls rather than erecting them. It reverses denial into acceptance of pain and the
pursuit of creative change and growth.57
With increasing geographic mobility and ubiquitous access to streaming media
from around the globe, the number of different cultural influences at play in any human
interaction of forgiveness is uncountable.
Forgiveness and Social Identity Complexity Theory
The area of overlapping identity affiliations and values within the individual is
currently being researched as “social identity complexity theory.”58 Even if the cultural
influences surrounding two individuals is similar, there will be differences in how each
unconsciously ranks commitments to particular groups, ranks the values shared within
each group, and selects from the values of each group to form one’s own value system.59
When it comes to the value placed on different cultural ways of seeking or being asked
for forgiveness, and offering forgiveness or receiving forgiveness, bilingual people are
shaped by numerous and, at times, competing forces. As will be seen in Chapter 4, many
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varieties of bilingualism exist. Bilingual Japanese/English speaking people will be shaped
by a variety of competing forces, and the extent to which “typical” Japanese cultural
understandings of forgiveness are internalized depends on many factors.
One of the shaping forces of identity comes from one’s conception of God, and
the relationship to that God. In Christian thought, God is the author of perfect
forgiveness, of which any cultural expression is only a limited reflection.
A Theological Look
In addition to insights from the social sciences about forgiveness, an overview of
forgiveness in light of who God is and what God intends for humans is presented. What
can be known about God is known from Scripture, observation of the natural world, and
inference about God from the study of humans.
Forgivers
Historically all orthodox Christian groups affirm the doctrine of the Trinity, the
three-in-oneness of the only God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Recent
developments and explications of Trinitarian theology have reconnected the character and
purpose of God with relationship and not merely static categories of traits or attributes.60
The self-giving, mutually interdependent and generative love of the Father, the Son, and
the Spirit is expressed in the term perichoresis, which can also be understood as an
“identity-in-context or identity in relationship.”61 Although there is no Biblical basis for
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considering forgiveness within the Trinity if forgiveness is tied to wrongdoing or injury
by one of the members of the Trinity, the relational basis of generative, self-giving love
that heals and reaches out is a crucial corner piece for understanding forgiveness in the
human context. The character of God and the intent and actions of God in creating,
redeeming, and ultimately inviting wayward humans into the “holy dance” of the Trinity
through self-giving love provide the basis for an understanding of forgiveness as doing
what love requires to make relationship possible.
In Free of Charge: Giving and Forgiving in a Culture Stripped of Grace Miroslav
Volf recounts a story attributed to the rabbinic tradition:
Before setting out to create the world, the Almighty took a moment to look into
the future of creation. God saw beauty, truth, goodness, and the joy of creatures,
but the All-Knowing One also saw a never-ending stream of human misdeeds,
small, large, and horrendous, a trail of sighs, tears and blood. “If I give sinners
their due,” thought the Just One, “I’ll have to destroy the world that I am about to
create. Should I create just to destroy? And so God decided to forgive the world in
advance so that the world could be brought into being. Creation owes its very
existence to God’s forgiveness.62
This story is a reminder that God’s gift of creation rests on “the gift of forgiveness.” In
some mysterious sense, God’s love from before the creation of the universe has been in
pursuit of relationship with humanity, and prepared to do all that was necessary to make
possible friendship and familial intimacy with free willed and frail human beings. For
those who are reluctant to recognize this from a rabbinical story, Ephesians clearly lays
this out: God “chose us in him before the creation of the world” and “in love predestined
us for adoption to sonship through Jesus Christ,” and “in him we have redemption
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through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, which he lavished on us…with all wisdom and
understanding.”63
The above rabbinical story (and Ephesians in some translations) also highlights
the etymological and “essence-ial” relationship of gift and forgiveness. Forgiveness is a
particular and very precious kind of giving, often more costly than the original gift. The
original gift of creation has been understood theologically as an “overflow” of the
Trinitarian love of God, an invitation to fellowship with God through the gracious
provision of life so that Adam (and all humanity) could “walk with God in the cool of the
evening.”64 Redemption through the beloved and perfect Son, Jesus Christ, is the
restorative, healing, and costly gift of forgiveness and freedom that love provides.
Forgiveness is what Jesus lived and taught. From a quick glance, forgiveness
might look like just one of many things Jesus cared about. However, when viewed in the
context of the First Covenant, the prayer he taught his disciples, his interactions with his
own friends and enemies, his words from the cross, and the early church’s understanding
of Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness, it is clear that forgiveness of all—often prior to and
even apart from their repentance, request for mercy, or desire for reconciliation—is an
essential characteristic of Jesus Christ’s earthly life and teaching, his death, and his
resurrected life. Jesus’ forgiveness was offered to those inside and outside the faith,
inside and outside of his community of family and friends, inside and outside of his
cultural and social affiliations. If one of the goals of Christian spiritual formation is
“becoming like Jesus,” then certainly the words of Paul in regard to becoming like Christ
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in his death imply an increasing ability to forgive as Jesus forgave, finding strength to do
so from the same source that Jesus did: intimate connection with and reliance on the
undying love of God the Father.65
Jesus’ forgiveness of others was demonstrated by acts of love, patient endurance
of persecution and harassment, prayer for the blessing of the perpetrators, and not
infrequent pronouncements of forgiveness before forgiveness was sought. Forgiveness is
central to who Jesus is and why he came as Savior of all humanity, and the individual.
The Forgiven as Forgiver. The first recorded martyr in the history of the Church
is Stephen. Stephen’s stoning is a well-known and crucial link in the conversion of Saul,
who carries the gospel to much of the then-known gentile world. As a deacon in the early
church, Stephen’s name is associated with serving the poor and needy. In many
Protestant churches, Stephen Ministriesâ has become a familiar model of training
deacons and lay leaders in lay witness and ministries of compassion. However, the
striking resemblance of Stephen’s dying prayer to the prayer of Jesus on the cross and
therefore its pertinence to the study of forgiveness seems to be largely almost overlooked:
54

When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed
their teeth at him. 55 But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and
saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 56 “Look,” he
said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”
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At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all
rushed at him, 58 dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile,
the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.
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While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my
spirit.”60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin
against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.66
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The first and most obvious similarity between Stephen and Jesus in these scenes
is the complete “good-of-the-other” focus of the prayer offered at the point of great
suffering: a prayer that God would forgive the perpetrators. Lord, do not hold this sin
against them. (Stephen, Acts 7:60)/Father forgive them, for they do not know what they
do. (Jesus, Luke 23:34)) The other striking similarity is the prayer of giving up one’s life
in absolute trust and commitment to the deity: Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. (Stephen,
Acts 7:59)/Father, into your hands I commit my spirit. (Jesus, Luke 23: 46). Both of these
statements seem to flow out of the greater reality of their lived relationship with God. All
of the gospels attest to this kind of intimacy between Jesus and the Father. Working
backwards from what is written about the life of Stephen, his relationship with God (as
revealed in the Lord Jesus) also seems to be characterized by intimacy, a deep
vulnerability, reliance, and inter-awareness of the Other. This grounding then allows
Stephen to live out goodness, graciousness, wisdom, and capacity to love others in a
physical, embodied way, eventuating in deep love and “embrace” of even hostile and
dangerous others at his death.67
The above description of Stephen can also be seen as an example of Christian
maturity. Biblically, maturity is exemplified by the Greek word teleios, a word used to
describe the end product of growth as a Christian. Additionally, it is often used to
translate the Hebrew word shalom, a word with deep and encompassing dimensions of
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human flourishing which Majerus and Sandage posit as closely mapping with the
contemporary concept of differentiation of self.68
Even for Christians who know that they are forgiven, forgiveness is not easy.
Those who do seem able to forgive are often considered co-dependent or saints—though
the two are not interchangeable. Many struggle with forgiveness, and wonder how this
affects God’s acceptance of us:
Our unforgiveness does not cause God to take back his forgiveness,” writes
theologian Miroslav Volf, but “our unforgiveness may just make manifest that in
fact we haven’t allowed ourselves to receive God’s pardon.... If, rather than being
troubled by my inability to forgive, I don’t want to forgive, there is a good chance
that I haven’t in fact received forgiveness from God, even if I believe that I
have.69
For our human forgiveness to be more than just an effort to escape discomfort and make
us feel better, it is necessary to explore more deeply the dimensions of God’s forgiveness
of us, and savoring this, learn to extend this forgiveness to others.
Human forgiveness is often incomplete even with the best of intentions, and it
rarely mirrors the generous other-oriented giving of God. Just as there are different
motivations for giving in addition to purely for “the good of the other,” so it may be with
forgiving. Gifts can be given out of propriety, obligation, desire to influence another, or
for reception of something in response. Similarly, forgiveness may also be offered for a
variety of mixed reasons. However, unless a gift is merely a pretext or a calculated
strategy to deceive or defraud, gifts as an expression of care in a visible, time-and-space
way are good and tangibly express an awareness and appreciation of the relationship and
68
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are therefore to be received with appreciation. The same can be said of forgiveness too.
Although human forgiveness is rarely a “purely” other-oriented gift, barring outright
deception, malice, or intent to defraud, the giving of forgiveness still has some value for
the giver and the receiver, even where motives may be mixed, and may often open the
door to a greater empathy and connection with the offender.
Forgiveness as Identity Reconstruction in Christ
Recent developments in theology and the social sciences connect the concept of
social identity complexity, which examines how people manage multiple social identities,
and New Testament studies. According to social identity complexity theory, how these
identities relate to one another is not necessarily static, but may change situationally or
over time. The four main strategies for managing these identities are based on ascending
order of complexity: intersection, dominance, compartmentalization, and merger.70 Kok
argues that who Jesus was and what he taught was so distinct that this created a new
identity for his followers. He demonstrates that while “ancient Judeans drew social
boundaries...the implicit ethics of the remembered Jesus facilitated the responsibility for
reconciliation and transcendence of social boundaries for early Christ-followers.”71
Galatians can be understood as Paul’s outworking of the ethical implications of
the person and work of Jesus in the cultural mileu of his day. Although we may not
immediately see or understand the hurts and transgressions between the Jews and the
Gentiles that the original recipients of the letter would have, the bitter relationship and
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brutal treatment of the Chosen People by those outside Judaism is recorded in almost
every era of history since Israel’s birth. For those in the first century church around the
time that Galatians was written the tensions between Judaism and Rome would have been
omnipresent, intermittently violent, and bitterly remembered.
Paul appeals to a larger, more inclusive identity “in Christ.” To use the language
of social complexity theory, Paul’s understanding of being “in Christ” is to an identity
that both differentiates and yet integrates the various identities an individual holds. This
identity is an “inclusive and diverse social identity” that cognitive social theorists could
describe as comparable to “transcendence.”72
The journey to wholeness—in Christ, being conformed to the image of Christ, and
being recreated in the image of the Beloved, may entail revisiting these wounds and
proceeding through the forgiveness journey. If indeed Augustine (and Calvin) were right
that knowledge of God and knowledge of self are related, then the journey of forgiveness
in all of its dimensions is perhaps the central path of growth. Through receiving and
experiencing God’s warm embrace and forgiveness for oneself—which then allows one
to forgive situations and others more completely—progress is made on the cyclical and
dialectical process of deepening/progressive receiving and giving of forgiveness, which
results in greater intimacy with self, God, and others.
Conclusion
A psychological look at forgiveness reveals that forgiveness is connected with
individual and relational health and wellbeing. Religiosity/Spirituality have some bearing
on forgiveness attitudes and behavior, but not as much as might be anticipated. However,
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one’s image of the deity and the ways one engages with the deity impact forgiveness,
with a more compassionate view of God positively impacting forgiveness behavior. DoS
also appears to positively correlate with both maturity in human development and the
ability to forgive. The role of dignity in facilitating identity reconstruction as a part of the
forgiveness process for both the victim and offender was considered.
A socio-cultural look at forgiveness revealed that due to the structural relationship
of conflict and forgiveness, patterns of conflict and forgiveness are culturally conditioned
with different tendencies in collectivistic and individualistic societies. These differential
patterns of conflict and forgiveness also affect strategies perceived appropriate for
managing and resolving conflicts such as avoidance, denial, compromise, and
confrontation. Cultural patterns also affect how forgiveness is negotiated and whether
forgiveness and reconciliation are linked or not. Social identity complexity theory
addresses how multiple cultural identities are managed or integrated within an individual.
A theological look at forgiveness engages Trinitarian theology as a strong base for
God as differentiation-in-relatedness which provides the basis for God as the generous
giver. The etymological and essential relationship of giving and forgiving based in the
generous giving of God as the creator, redeemer, and sustainer rounds out this picture.
Human forgiveness is almost always an imperfect reflection of the giving and forgiving
of God although the martyr Stephen’s death is examined as an example of mature love
based in the experience of relational intimacy with God. Maturity, or growth in
Christlikeness is understood as the progressive process of identity reconstruction “in
Christ” in the ever deepening relational intimacy with God, self, and other.

CHAPTER 3:
THE JAPANESE CONCEPT AND PRACTICE OF FORGIVENESS

“Original sin…may be helpful for referring to the “embeddedness” of human freedom in
a familial and social matrix that enables, conditions, and distorts it.”1
In order to understand the meaning behind any given facet of human
relationships, it is necessary to look at that facet in the context of the wider web of the
culture in which it is embedded. Culture itself is not a monolithic, unchangeable entity,
but is shaped by a variety of historical and contemporary facts and forces that contribute
to the values, behaviors, and patterns of relationship. The Japanese conception of
forgiveness has different shades of meaning and is practiced differently than in Western
countries such as the US. In order to understand the reasons behind and functions of these
differences, a closer look at the socio-cultural context of Japanese relationships is
presented.
Additionally, certain contemporary features of Japanese language, relationships,
and society are explored as “salient features” that particularly pertain to the concept of
forgiveness in contemporary Japanese society. Research from Japanese researchers on
forgiveness is presented demonstrating that common Western definitions of forgiveness
are not adequate for exploring interpersonal forgiveness in the collectivist society of
Japan with deep roots in Confucian ethics.
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Socio-Cultural Context
Japan’s recorded history is much longer than that of most Western countries, and
in contrast to “young” countries such as the US, the presence of its socio-cultural history
is visible in shrine and temple architecture and roadside stone images in almost every
hamlet and town. Although Japan too is changing at an unprecedented rate due to global
connectivity through the Internet affecting all of life through business, pop culture, and
education, the weight of history combined with a sense of “Japaneseness” provides a
resistance to certain kinds of change. Due to this, the historical and religious influences
which shaped Japan still influence contemporary patterns of behavior, values, and
thought.
Historical Religious Influences
The major historical philosophical and religious influences on Japanese cultural
and ethical values are usually identified as Confucianism, Shinto, and Buddhism. Zen
Buddhism, Chinese Dao, and Christianity may also be considered minor though
significant influences.2
Confucianism. The teachings of Confucius (551–479 B.C.E), as interpreted by
scholars who followed him, arrived in Japan via China and Korea by the mid 6th century,
though there are indications that Confucian artifacts arrived as early as 400 CE.3
Confucian ethics revolve around the “fivefold set of obligatory relationships between
ruler and subject, husband and wife, father and son, elder and younger, friend and friend.
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Such relationships were to be governed and controlled by the ethical virtues of loyalty,
deference, filial piety, order and trust.”4
There is wide consensus that Confucianism forms much of the base of the
Japanese pre-modern and modern worldview according to John Tucker.5 A primary
concern of the Analects, a massive compilation of Confucius’ discussions with others, is
a socio-political foundation for society based on a concept of humaneness.6 A core
concept is sometimes called the Confucian Golden Rule: the practice of not doing
something to another that one does not want done to them.7 An ideal of behavior that will
pertain to a later discussion of forgiveness is that of ruling, leading, or teaching by
demonstrating through example rather than words.8
Another example of the enduring influence of Confucianism on Japan is seen in
the opening words of the founding document of Japan, known as the “Seventeen-Article
Constitution” attributed to Prince Shôtoku (573–621).9 It begins, “Harmony is to be
valued”—an apt opening statement for the founding document of the country whose
alternate name is the Land of Wa [和/harmony].10 One wonders how the history of the
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US might have unfolded if “harmony is to be valued” were substituted for “life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness.”
Additionally, the Seventeen Articles includes “principles such as the importance
of the natural hierarchy informing the political realm, as well as political virtues such as
loyalty, obedience, ritual decorum, impartiality, diligence, trustworthiness, moderation,
and public-mindedness.”11 While it is not possible to determine what percentage of
Japanese remember that these values are advocated in this ancient document, the close
relationship of education to Confucian values in Japan cannot be disputed. For example,
the word for “university” [大学/daigaku] derives from the title of the first of four books
of Neo-Confucianism, and according to Tucker, during the early modern era “[T]he
acceptance of this designation signaled the consensus among East Asian statesmen and
intellectuals regarding the significance of Confucianism for the advanced educational
values of the region.”12 The ubiquity of these core values is understood by anyone who
has attended an educational institution in Japan. Elementary school classrooms often have
a list of rules/creeds reflecting famous regional variants of these codes. One of the most
surprising aspects of Japanese education for westerners is the importance placed on
inculcating behaviors, attitudes, and character traits deriving from Confucian values of a
harmonious, structured, smoothly functioning society across the curriculum, not only in
“Ethics” class.13
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Confucianism assumes the interrelatedness of people. One example of this is the
concept of gi [義], an ethical notion related to justice. Even today, gi means
“righteousness” and “rightness” in Japanese, however the connotations associated with
the term and scope of its application is not always evident when using a translator, such
as Google Translate.14“Gi also conveys a sense, in some contexts, of duty, responsibility,
and obligation. To affirm that something or someone is gi amounted to ethical praise of
the highest order, while denying the same meant virtual condemnation.”15 Later NeoConfucianism “added substantially to the meaning of humaneness by suggesting that
being truly humane led to becoming mystically one body with everything in existence.”10
This understanding of the relatedness of people in society and the moral, and even
spiritual dimensions of rightly ordered relationships, is obvious in Japan today.
It is ironic that from the Meiji Era onward, Confucianism in Japan has been at
odds with Christianity.16 Although many in the West have assumed that this was for
“spiritual” reasons, an incontrovertible reason from the Japanese side was resistance to
the agenda of colonialism, which was inextricably connected with Western missions from
the time of Francis Xavier on.17 The few attempts at harmonizing Christianity with
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Confucianism by Japanese Christian theologians were generally viewed with suspicion
by missionaries and even Japanese pastors and Christian thinkers. One wonders whether
the recent interest and awareness of the relatedness of all things and the limitations of a
merely cognitively “rightness” in postmodern Christianity will change the future of
Confucian-Christian dialog.18
“He who refuses to forgive breaks the bridge over which he, too, must cross” is
an oft quoted Confucian tenet.19 Displaying reasonableness and appealing humility, it
embodies the theme of interrelatedness so central to Confucianism while at the same time
raising the question of what might be considered as needing forgiveness in Confucian
thought. A preliminary observation might be that the frame of Confucian thought regards
all of society—within which all relations are to be conducted in an orderly, harmonious
way—rather than the individual.
Shinto. Shinto (神道), meaning “Way of the Gods,” is the name that was
eventually given to the set of traditional religious practices of Japan in order to
distinguish it from later religious influences of Confucianism and Buddhism.20 Shinto
reflects an awareness of the spiritual nature of the natural world as well as the spiritual
nature of human relationships of blood and community. Shinto practices have official
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17, 2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Francis-Xavier.
18

See Hsueh-li Cheng, “Confucianism and Zen (Ch’an) Philosophy of Education,” Journal of
Chinese Philosophy, 12, no. 2 (1985) for the effect of Zen on Neo-Confucianism, a form of Confucianism
deeply influential in Japan from the 17th century. See also William Johnston’s The Stillpoint: Reflections
on Zen and Christian Mysticism (New York: Fordham Press, 1970) for an early post-Vatican II work
prefiguring postmodern Christianity’s openness to spiritual practices from other religious traditions.
19
20

Attributed to Confucius (c. 551–c. 479 BC)

Britannica Avademic s. v. “Shinto,” accessed May 30, 2016,
http://academic.eb.com.georgefox.idm.oclc.org/EBchecked/topic/540856/Shinto.

69
rituals for rites of passage, festivals, and patterns of family and community relations in
addition to formal features that influence daily life. Shinto has no official founder,
dogmas, or official sacred writings, and it is more easily observed as a set of practices
and attitudes undergirding social life than a religion or philosophy as such.21 Interesting
similarities have been observed between Shinto and other religious practices in the
ancient world including shamanistic and agricultural practices in East and South East
Asia.22 A number of scholars have been intrigued by similarities between Shinto and
ancient Judaism noting linguistic, ritual, and conceptual similarities relating to purity,
cosmology, and social life but no widely accepted explanation exists.23
Outsiders to Japan may be surprised to realize that currently among many
Japanese, Shinto is thought of a philosophy, an essential part of “Japaneseness,” rather
than a religion.24 While few Japanese would identify themselves as devoted adherents of
Shinto, there are many aspects/contributions of Shinto that are almost inseparable from
ordinary Japanese life. Attitudes toward beauty and time are deeply influenced by Shinto
as seen in a deep appreciation of aesthetics and its connection with spirituality, and a
sense of the importance of the presence moment (naka-ima) “requiring Shintōists to live
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fully each moment of life, making it as worthy as possible.”25 The following quote
summarizes many of these quintessential Japanese values:
Shintō does not provide an explicit catechism of rules for ethical living. Rather, it
charts a pathway (michi) …that involves a cluster of attitudes defining what it
means to be truly human. These attitudes include sincerity (makoto, whose
meaning includes acting in accordance with the will of the universal divine
energy), honesty or trustworthiness, purity, courtesy, group harmony,
thankfulness, cheerfulness, and benevolence.26
Perhaps because many Japanese do not consider Shinto to be a religion in the
sense of having creeds or theology, Shinto is not presently seen as mutually exclusive
with other religions. However, historically this was not always the case.
Buddhism. Buddhism was originally introduced to Japan in the 6th century by the
king of Paekche, one of the southern kingdoms on the Korean peninsula through a gift of
Buddhist images, sutras, and monks, although it is likely that Buddhist influences
unofficially arrived before this.27 Broadly speaking, although Buddhism could be
classified as an “individual” religion since Buddhist teaching concerns the potential
enlightenment path of the individual pursued through persistence and diligence of attitude
and practice, it quickly adapted to the communal nature of religions in Japan by seeking
the good of society. However, its innate focus on the salvation of the individual allowed
it to flex with the changes in commercial and social interactions brought about by urban
and industrial advances.28 Other social contributions which Buddhism brought to Japan
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included the “epoch-making” logic that made it possible, even necessary and admirable,
for priests to participate in activities which had been thought to involve the “risk of
contamination by defilements.” 29 This opened the door to many areas of engagement
with society, particularly by working with marginalized people such as outcasts and
women, dead and dying people and their families through funeral rites, as well as direct
involvement with money through religious fundraising.
Christianity. The history of Nestorian Christianity and the extent of its influence
on Asian cultures is difficult to assess. However, the existence of early Christian
influence along the Silk Road in China and other parts of Asia is undeniable.30 Even in
Japan there are hints of early contact between Christianity and both Buddhism and Shinto,
including crosses, Christian imagery, and traces of Christian practice, even within shrines
and temple buildings.31
For the sake of simplicity this brief examination of the major philosophical and
religious influences in Japan has been divided into different categories. However, this
should not be construed to mean that they are discreet or isolated from each other. The
historical and cultural interplay and interpenetration of these religious streams is far too
complicated to cover in this paper. One historical example may provide an illustration.
Kūkai (774–835), an exceptional scholar and Buddhist monk known after his death as
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Kōbō Daishi, was a leader in the Shingon sect of Buddhism. His elaborate ten-step
schema of spiritual development included elements synthesized from all the major
Buddhist schools and also from Hinduism, Confucianism, and Daoism.32 Although not
widely recognized, it is likely that Kōbō Daishi was at least aware of Nestorian
Christianity since there is evidence that he studied at the Chinese court at a time when
Nestorian influences were known to be present.
Interestingly, a replica of the Nestorian Stele resides in the precincts of the ancient
monastery at Mount Koya, which Kōbō Daishi founded. Although placed there by a
British man in the 1940s, its continued presence indicates that community’s awareness of
the religious and intellectual climate of China under the Tang Dynasty at the time their
founder studied and received religious instruction there. Interestingly, the Kii area, which
includes Mount Koya and two other religious sites linked by ancient pilgrimage routes
through the mountains, has been designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in part
due to its exemplification of the “unique fusion between Shintoism and Buddhism that
illustrates the interchange and development of religious cultures in East Asia.”33 From
this brief look at the life of Kōbō Daishi one can see the rich interplay of cultures
(Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Indian) and religions (Buddhism, Shinto, Confucianism,
Nestorian Christianity, and Dao) already present in Japan 1,200 years ago.
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So although only 5.4 percent of Japanese considered religion “very important” in
a recent World Values Survey,34 the enduring presence of values and practices rooted in
the religions and philosophical systems of Japan must be recognized in order to
understand the context of Japanese communication in general, and the concept and
processes associated with forgiveness in particular.
Other Salient Influences
Collectivist Society and the Individual in Japan. Japanese culture has been
shaped by two fundamental factors: island existence and rice production. Island
existence, surrounded by ocean and isolated from outsiders, is a potent force even today
in Japanese self-identity. Shimaguni [島国] is a word Japanese often use to describe
themselves—an island nation, with the implication of distinctness, separation, and
wariness bred of unfamiliarity with outsiders. Japan is also a “rice culture” in that rice has
been the staple crop and a determining factor in social organization for centuries. Japan is
a land with very limited flat farmland and steep, swift rivers. Due to this, rice production
involving paddy and waterway management prior to the industrial age was dependent on
the cooperation of every member of the community. Both island living and rice
production reinforced the collectivism of Japan’s traditional culture and the related
patterns of social interaction, and therefore plays an important role in understanding
contemporary social dynamics. 35
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Although most of us reading this dissertation come from individualist societies,
world wide more people live in collectivist societies where the interests of the group
often prevail over the interests of the individual, since the individual “belongs” to the
group.36 Collectivism is a societal orientation “in which people from birth onward are
integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime continue to
protect them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty.”37 Societies may be classified
according to collectivist values and characteristics of the society even though there may
be quite a bit of variation of the individuals who constitute the society. When measured
on a broad scale, members’ combined tendencies toward individualism or collectivism is
reflected in society’s institutions.38 Individuals within societies display primarily
collectivist tendencies, primarily individualistic tendencies, or a combination of both.39
Some other characteristics of collectivist societies in general, and Japan in
particular, include sharp distinction between in-group and out-group membership,40
highly context-dependent communication,41 an acceptance of a greater degree of
inequality in society,42 and differential patterns of communication and conflict than in
individualist societies.
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Sharp demarcations between in-group and out-group relationships. Demarcations
between in-group and out-group relationships help people in collectivist societies to
know how to relate to one another and also serve to conserve finite energy and resources.
Most Japanese have automatically internalized the implicit and almost inescapable
expectations to adapt and conform to group mores through the socialization processes of
home, school, and the work place. Outsiders, particularly if they have limited Japanese
language proficiency, may wonder at the tendency of work colleagues at a table to order
the same thing from the menu or wear very similar looking suits, and perhaps not realize
that the pressures toward conformity of speech, behavior, and appearance are also a
powerful means of reinforcing the identity of the individual as a member of the group.
Group membership is the basic unit of belonging and existence in Japanese society, so
much so that training children to fit in well with the group (shuudan seikatsu [集団生活])
is often explicitly stated as one of the goals of early childhood and elementary
education.43
Omote/ura, uchi/soto are terms that reflect the in-group and out-group awareness
of Japanese culture. Several dimensions that are integrally linked in communication,
conflict, and forgiveness are: omote-ura, uchi-soto, and amae.44 Omote-ura distinction
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roughly corresponds to the hierarchical dimensions of formal, public relations and
informal, private relations. Uchi-soto distinctions roughly correspond to insider/outsider
distinctions. This uchi-soto distinction profoundly affects language and behavior.
Honorific forms of address and verb endings are used for outsiders, and humble forms,
even “degrading” forms are used for the insiders. The very formality of the situation
constrains the topics that can be broached, and serves to script the possible responses.
One aspect of this of the uchi-soto distinction that can be very difficult for an
outsider to fully grasp is its shifting nature. In a somewhat similar manner to how a
common “enemy” can allow people to form unusual alliances, insider and outsider lines
may be virtually redrawn each time the context changes. So behavior acceptable in one
context between people would not be acceptable in another.
Amae is a (perhaps) uniquely Japanese concept that has been researched and
written on extensively. Amae refers to a kind of overt reliance on the goodwill, kindness,
and provision of a stronger party toward a weaker, more dependent party. Amae has both
a noun and a verb form, and has overtones of the freedom and indulgence that very young
children often receive from their parents or extended family, and yet amae is a frequently
experienced dynamic in adult Japanese relationships also. This kind of reliance or
presumption upon the other, often a stronger or higher status person, may operate
between a husband toward a wife, an employee toward her boss, or at times a student
toward his teacher. While shades of this dynamic may be seen in the West too, it plays a
larger and a sanctioned role in a greater variety of relationships in Japan.
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Children’s implicit awareness of the boundaries of the group and the rites of
passage that mark the entering and leaving of social groups can be revealing to outsiders
to the culture. When this author’s children were in Japanese kindergarten, she was
informed that her children should not try to arrange play dates very often with their
former friends from the previous year’s class because the children were no longer in the
same kumi [組], or class. Apparently they had been discouraged from even playing
together during recess with their former friends, and had been encouraged by the teacher
to build relationships within their new kumi. Perhaps not coincidentally, the same word
for class of students under a teacher (kumi/組) is also used for the basic social grouping
in neighborhoods. Each neighborhood kumi consists of ten to fifteen homes that
traditionally participate in neighborhood activities, including keeping the garbage
collection area clean, collecting money for charities, supporting shrine and temple
festivities, helping out at funerals, and of course earthquake response and disaster
prevention training.
Historically, the kumi was a potent form of social control instituted in the Edo
Period by the shogun and his cabinet.45 All families were registered through the Buddhist
temple system, and at that time, a group of five families constituted a kumi. Each member
of the group was collectively responsible for conformity to the edicts of the government
including the collection of the annual tax of rice production and social control, including
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exposure of Christians.46 Harsh punishment included death or sometimes banishment. To
this day, there remains a sense of wariness of individual behavior that differs from the
pattern of the group, and what to outsiders can seem like an unusual unspoken pressure to
conformity within each social grouping as well as society as a whole.
High context-dependent communication. Another hallmark of Japanese language
and culture is high context-dependent communication. Bachnik and others have noted the
Japanese tendency to drop subject pronouns when not necessary. Ambiguity, not only as
to the subject or topic of the sentence, but also regarding the modifiers and even the
predicate, is a common feature of spoken Japanese. Though the logic may escape an
outsider, and occasionally even insiders may have a good laugh after realizing that sender
and receiver have different referents in mind, communication generally works well. In a
place like Japan where the context itself supplies many shared assumptions and
understandings of relationships, values, emotions, and ways of doing things, detailed
words are not always expected or needed.
One example of this can be seen when giving directions. North is not the primary
or essential orientation for directions. Instead, one’s location in relation to Tokyo
is the determining factor. Therefore verbs like up/toward or down/away from Tokyo are
used to express directions more frequently the east, west, south, north.47 While it may
perhaps be reading too much into this, one wonders if the pull toward the center of the
group—Tokyo, the capital for the last one thousand years, the largest population center,
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and the seat of the imperial family—as is expressed in directions is not a revealing
metaphor for much of Japanese life. Japanese life pulls toward and organizes itself
around the center. This center is often the collective ideal of the group.
The role of shared values, as an essential part of the framework of communication,
cannot be underestimated in high-context cultures like Japan. Because homogeneity is
more common than in the US, often fewer words, and fewer explicit words are used.
Even where people have differing personal or private values, the normative and socially
accepted values that govern public interactions are widely understood, having been
inculcated through the family, education, and community life. In contrast to the USAmerican saying, “The squeaky wheel gets the grease,” in Japan, “The nail that stands up
gets pounded down,” is understood to be a truism. It is perceived to be dangerous to be
different, and only very rarely do people choose to publicly voice differing values or
opinions from their group. For those socialized to express personal opinions freely,
learning when and how to keep one’s opinions to oneself can be one of the more
challenging aspects of Japanese communicative competency. This tendency to keep one’s
thoughts and emotions to oneself unless they are of obvious benefit to the group is one
facet of the Confucian emphasis on harmony that influences behavior around
interpersonal conflict and forgiveness.
Globalization. Attempting to describe the current effects of various historical and
contemporary influences in Japan on how people are formed by culture is a bit like trying
to shoot at a moving target, or in the Japanese version called yabusame, attempting to hit
a target from the back of a running horse. The effect of on-demand individual access to
the Internet generally through cell phones is hard to calculate. Twenty years ago, Internet
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use was unusual; in 2000, 30 percent of the population had access to the Internet. In
2016, 91 percent of Japanese use the Internet, which is remarkable considering that 7.9
percent of the population of Japan was the over the age of 80, as of the 2015 census.48 In
addition to the influence of Internet access on culture through media, entertainment,
business and education, the number of foreigners residing in Japan continues to increase,
and the number of Japanese who travel or reside abroad for work, education, or pleasure
remains high. These factors produce conditions for rapid adoption of seemingly “foreign”
influences in Japan, often in a “patchwork” or seemingly random manner.
3/11 and Government Response. The triple disaster of March 11, 2011 shook
Japan geographically and psychologically. The scope of the disaster, a 9.0 magnitude
earthquake, multiple tsunami, and the resulting meltdown of the Fukushima Dai 2 nuclear
reactor was not only the largest and most expensive disaster since WWII, but also had the
highest number of fatalities of any disaster—just under 20,000 people died.49
Additionally, the fact that the nuclear meltdown was a preventable man-made disaster,
combined with the fact that the government hid the extent of the damage in the early days
following the tsunami, shook the psyche of the nation. In a marked departure from typical
Japanese behavior, evidence of the public’s anger over feeling lied to and betrayed by
their government showed itself in previously apolitical housewives and ordinary people’s
use of social media such as Twitter and blogs, chronicling radiation levels and life in the
48
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contaminated areas. Demonstrations against nuclear energy and the government’s actions
made front-page news.50 The extensive contamination of a prime seri- and agricultural
region of Japan, pitiful tales of people and pets exposed to dangerous levels of radiation
resulting in loss of livelihood and health, and Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO)
bureaucrats and government officials’ unconvincing announcements combined to trigger
a deep discontent with the normal Japanese mode of keeping things smooth on the
surface.
Factors Relating to Forgiveness in Japanese
The discussion so far has highlighted historical, cultural, religious events and
trends that provide the broader context within which forgiveness takes place in Japan.
However there are a number of addition factors relating to language and social dynamics
that pertain more directly to forgiveness and are therefore mentioned here.
Language
Emphases and models of interpersonal forgiveness differ across time and cultures.
Obviously not all groups within a culture are identical, and there has always been some
variation in conception and practice of forgiveness even in homogenous societies, but as
many bilinguals recognize, forgiveness “feels” different in a different language. There are
many levels of this, but one basic and relevant level is that of lexical meaning and
semantic usage.
The three regular characters used for the Japanese word most often translated
forgiveness/to forgive are: (許す、赦す, 聴す). There is also a fourth common way to
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write the word using only the phonetic script but no character (ゆるす). All four of these
are pronounced the same; so the only obvious differences are in writing. Even Japanese
have difficulty choosing the correct homophone required for the context, as is evidenced
by the number of online blog posts and forums on this topic. Broadly speaking, the
character based words are used in somewhat overlapping yet different situations, which
could perhaps best be illustrated by a look at the nine definitions in the Japanese
dictionary entry for yurusu:
1. Allow power to relax;
2. Allow tension/feeling to relax;
3. Remove prohibition, make not a problem;
4. To recognize as having value;
5. To hear and permit a request;
6. To dismiss, pardon sin;
7. To set free from an obligation or debt;
8. To set free something held captive; and
9. To have something be possible.51
This contrasts with the two primary meanings found in a English dictionary:
1. To give up resentment of or claim to requital for <forgive an insult> b: to grant
relief from payment of <forgive a debt>.
2.

To cease to feel resentment against (an offender): PARDON <forgive one's
enemies>.52
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The English definition focuses on the giving up of a feeling of resentment or implied
monetary or moral obligation. Japanese definitions also include these, but are broader and
include granting a hearing to, acknowledging/recognizing as having value, granting
permission/allowing, as well as the loosening of tension or bondage. Google Translate
has yet to smoothly navigate these different semantic meanings and connotations, which
fully fluent bilinguals do without conscious thought.
Shame, Guilt, and “Face”
According to Augsburger, anxiety, shame, and guilt are normal processes that
develop in the early childhood years in any culture. However, cultures vary in their
“balance and integrative hierarchy of these internal controls.”53 While anxiety, shame and
guilt occur in every culture, shame is generally a more potent form of social control in
collectivist societies than in individualist cultures. Shame refers to the gap between the
ego and the ideal, and in high-context collectivist cultures that are highly socio-centric
such as Japan, this gap is experienced between one’s self and the social ideal of the
group.54 In interpersonal situations, how others perceive an individual becomes more
significant to the sense of self than in individualist cultures. Therefore, concepts of honor
and face become important to the collectively experienced selfhood.55
Augburger defines face as a “psychological image that can be granted and lost…a
public self-image that every member of a society wants to claim...the projected image of
52
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one’s self in relational context…an identity defined conjointly by the participants.”56
Although the English expression “lose face” remains in use at least in literature, face as a
meaningful and legitimate aspect of interpersonal communication, specifically
forgiveness, is not immediately obvious in the US.
The concept of face seems to overlap with the concept of dignity that Hicks uses
so extensively in her work in conflict mediation. “Dignity is an internal state of peace that
comes with the recognition and acceptance of the value and vulnerability of all living
things.”57 Or expressed in another way, “What seems to be of the utmost importance to
humans is how we feel about who we are. We long to look good in the eyes of others, to
feel good about ourselves, to be worthy of others’ care and attention. We share a longing
for dignity—the feeling of inherent value and worth.”58 In Hicks’ words perhaps we can
see a contemporary, alternative wording to the human need to feel value in one’s own
eyes and to see it reflected back in the eyes of others that is often referred to as “face” in
non-western cultures.
So while dignity, or face, is perhaps a universal human need, the means by which
the self and its dignity is maintained vary considerably. According to Ting-Toomey, in
highly individualistic cultures, integrity, or “maintaining consistency between the private
self-image and a public self-image” is crucial because of the assumption of an invariant
“core–self” within the person.59 While the self is maintained and negotiated by social
processes in most collectivist contexts, in Western societies, “The self is grounded
56

Ibid., 85.

57

Hicks and Tutu, 1.

58

Ibid., 6.

59

Augsburger, 86.

85
intrapsychically in self-love, self-definition, and self-direction.”60 This contrasts starkly
with the conception of self in collectivistic cultures where self is understood to be a
“situationally and relationally based concept that is centered at the meeting point of self
and other.”61
Whose Problem Is It?
One of the obvious extensions of a collectivist derivation of self in regards to
interpersonal conflict is in the area of “ownership” of a conflict. (Most of us in the West
have had the experience of being told something like “Butt out—this has nothing to do
with you. It’s between me and him.”) However, if the self is at least partially derived
from the collective group it belongs to, then conflict and the process of forgiveness is no
longer the private and personal problem of the injured and the perpetrator. In a context
where harmony is assumed to be good, and conflict is assumed to be bad, relational
problems may be viewed as a maladaptation, an occasion for the group to help those
involved make and keep peace for the good of all.
One way this plays out in Japan is that the very act of acknowledging a problem
or conflict is dangerous and may have negative repercussions. Loyalty to the group and
gaman, translated endurance or ability to persevere in a relationship or situation without
giving up, are two virtues that are held dear in historical and contemporary Japan, and
can be seen in almost any drama act from classical kabuki to contemporary Japanese
television dramas. Whistleblowers are rarely appreciated by the existing structures, and
even less in collectivist cultures where exposure of vulnerability or error brings intense

60

Ibid.

61

Ibid., 87. Fig. 10.

86
shame. Even what most Westerners would consider a gentle and helpful private
conversation—not necessarily confrontation—can leave a lingering awkwardness in a
relationship. Being direct in conversation is not valued in the same way.
Other Assumptions About Conflict that Pertain to Forgiveness
There are many levels to conflict in any culture. Presenting issues and underlying
dynamics may not bear an obvious relationship to outsiders. According to Augsburger,
focusing on the covert or underlying dynamics of conflict will “increase emotional
intensity, create threat, and stimulate internal conflict with resulting defensive
behavior.”62 Cultures that value harmony and uniformity are therefore even more likely
to rely on strategies of avoidance, repression, or displacement than cultures that assume
conflict has a more positive outcome. Cultures like the US that place “a high value on
confrontation and open dialogue stress the desirability of conflict management, resolution
and even conflict utilization to provoke change” while cultures like Japan that value
harmony view conflict “as an abnormal eruption disturbing the norm of harmonious
relationships.”63
What is Forgiveness in the Japanese Context?
Japanese research on forgiveness is still quite limited, and very few of the existing
articles have been translated into English which unfortunately limits academic
conversation. In a recent article published in the Journal of the Japan Society of
Personality Psychology, Ueda, Yamada, and Shiomura note that while interest and
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research in Japan into the area of forgiveness has increased recently, efforts are hampered
due to difficulties with definitions and differing cultural contexts between Japan and the
West, where most forgiveness research has happened.64 Responding to a 2001 article by
Sandage and Wiens, they note that in individualistic cultures it may perhaps be possible
to separate the concepts of forgiveness and reconciliation. However, it may be difficult if
not impossible to make such a distinction in a collectivist culture such as Japan. In a
follow up to their experiment, they defined forgiveness as “The process of trying to
decrease or get rid of negative emotions, change the way one views the incident, and try
to increase motivation to reconcile with the person who has caused hurt.”65 In a follow up
experiment, the authors note that since most research instruments around forgiveness are
constructed in the west where forgiveness and reconciliation may be separated, those
measures may not measure, or at least not adequately measure the critical area of
“increasing motivation to want to reconcile” on the part of the injured party toward the
perpetrator which is an essential part of the Japanese understanding of forgiveness. Citing
evidence from research on forgiveness in Hong Kong, they note that it is difficult to
analyze how cultural and religious values affect forgiveness because of the simultaneous
and interwoven presence of both. However, it is clear that in Hong Kong—another Asian
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area strongly influenced by Confucian values—as in a Japan, a different relationship
exists between cultural and religious values around forgiveness than in the West.66
Reconciliation, or at least the repair and maintenance of the forms of a
relationship, is a major part of forgiveness for Japanese. However, the process of
forgiveness and reconciliation—no matter how it is defined—is a costly process. So in
Japan, building motivation to want to forgive is a significant concern for Japanese
researchers. A 2016 study by Ogawa and Horii examines factors that increase motivation
to reconcile in the Japanese context. Specifically, this study compared the processes of
forgiveness for Japanese Christians and Japanese of no particular religious affiliation in
order to identify to what extent Christian faith influences the thoughts, emotions, and
behavior of Japanese dealing with interpersonal pain and forgiveness. 67
Through interviews, a schemata for the process of forgiveness was developed.
The schemata involves five categories of tasks in an overall trajectory leading to
forgiveness:
1. experience of wounding and stress response
2. building motivation to forgive
66
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3. the work of forgiveness
4. changes resulting from forgiveness
5. evaluation and internalization of meaning of forgiveness.
Of particular interest is an additional category of variables entitled “support,”
encompassing both social support from others and spiritual resources available through
one’s faith affiliation that was found to influence the outcome of task categories (2) and
(3). Due to space and time limitations, only the first few stages will be explained in detail.
The first stage (1) of Ogawa and Horii’s five-stage model is “Experience of injury
and stress response.” Within this, there are three patterns of responses following the
original experience of hurt. The first kind of response involves anger, irritation, sadness,
hatred, mistrust, lack of desire to forgive, surprise, shock, ambivalence, sometimes a
sense of betrayal, discouragement, despair, or even fear. The second kind of response
could be termed ways of coping with the pain through different types of avoidance,
including distracting or diverting one’s thinking and energies away from the incident. A
third kind of response involves preoccupation with the painful incident. In this response,
study participants reported experiencing an increase in pain/woundedness, feelings of
revenge, self-righteousness, focus on the other’s badness, inability to understand the
other’s behavior, beginning to search for a cause, feeling bewildered, baffled, confused,
or wishing for change in the other.
The next stage (2) in the forgiveness process is that of finding or attaining the
motivation to continue the often difficult and painful process of forgiveness. In the model
of forgiveness which emerged from the interviews, the important role of support from
others, whether through relationships with friends or members of one’s group, or through
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one’s faith and faith community became clear. This raises the question of what happens
when people’s social support networks are insufficient to compensate for some of the
pain of a broken relationship, and/or insufficient to provide enough support to motivate
involvement in the forgiveness process. Motivation to forgive would likely be
compromised in these situations. Ogawa’s study due to small sample population possibly
did not reflect situations such as these although the emphasis the authors place on the
critical role of social support in providing motivation to forgive underscores the need of it.
Interestingly, the researchers found great similarity in the overall process and
tasks of forgiveness for Japanese study participants regardless of religious commitment,
concluding,
The results of this study demonstrate, as previous studies have, that Christian faith
clearly aids/encourages interpersonal forgiveness. However, while it can be said
that Christian faith contributes to the motivation to forgive, those who did not
subscribe to any particular faith also followed the same basic pattern of 5 major
steps toward forgiveness…the presence of social support for those who did not
subscribe to any particular faith was sufficient to increase motivation to forgive
and allow the possibility of a positive experience of forgiveness.68
So it seems that there is a distinct trajectory of the forgiveness process in the Japanese
context that Japanese people follow regardless of personal belief system or faith
commitment. This implies a broad based culturally embedded construct of forgiveness
that, as has been noted, has a slightly different contour than in the West due to the
collectivist social context of Japan.

68

Ibid., translated by author.
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Figure 2. Process of Forgiveness for Japanese
Source: Ogawa and Horii, 「赦しのプロセスに関する質的研究—キリスト教信仰が与える影響の検
証」[Qualitative Research on Forgiveness: An Investigation of the Effect of Christian Faith].

The scope and extent to which pain from lack of forgiveness of self or others may
be greater than the social resources available for people in Japan or in people with a
Japanese cultural concept of forgiveness is beyond the scope of this paper. However,
there are an estimated one million people in Japan who to a lesser or greater extent shut
themselves off from others and essentially drop out of society in a phenomenon called
hikikomori, a topic of public concern since the late 1990s.69 Japan also has one of the
highest suicide rates in the world, with suicides occurring in all age brackets, even
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elementary school.70 Additionally, there are an estimated 100,000 “evaporating people,”
people who intentionally step off the radar and disappear each year add to a picture
intense emotional isolation for a significant number of Japanese, even if some of the
above categories do occasionally intersect.71 These phenomena point to the likelihood of
inadequate social support and other resources for coping with high levels of relational
pain, which a significant percent of Japanese may experience, just as all humans do.
A distinction between “true” and “hollow” forgiveness was the topic of another
research study by Naomi Takeda and Ken-ichi Ohbuchi with Japanese subjects.72 Hollow
forgiveness was defined as exhibiting forgiveness behavior without feeling or doing the
work of forgiveness internally, while true forgiveness was defined as exhibiting
forgiveness behaviors as well as feeling or committing to internal forgiveness. 73 A
logical question to ask is why a victim might show overt (behavioral) forgiveness toward
a perpetrator even though he or she does not feel forgiveness internally. At least in the
case of Japanese, it is likely that there are other motives for hollow forgiveness besides
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prosocial or “other” oriented motives, specifically, a desire to be accepted by behaving
according to group mores.
Not surprisingly, in a study involving subjects who were drawn from a public
university in Japan, Takada and Ohbuchi discovered that participants “generally preferred
avoidance in conflict situations, and they preferred collaboration more than
confrontation.” However, the study was not only about preferred strategies of dealing
with conflict. Actually, two studies were conducted: the first was to examine differences
in motives between what has been called “true forgiveness,” forgiveness that includes
forgiveness behaviors as well as the internal dimension of feeling forgiveness, and what
has been called “hollow forgiveness,” or a forgiveness which exhibits forgiveness
behavior but is without the feeling or attitude internally.74
One result of this study was that those whose responses were classified as “true
forgiveness,” or forgiveness that affected their internal emotions, reported greater
relationship-oriented motives such as desire to maintain the relationship, sympathy, and
generosity. Interestingly, social harmony was originally classified as a relationshiporiented motive, but was later reclassified as a form of selfish motivation, reflecting the
fundamental Japanese concern about being “socially disapproved or rejected if he or she
disturbs social harmony.”75
Those who were classified in the “hollow forgiveness” group more strongly
displayed a self-oriented motive such as wanting to avoid the stress of lack of
forgiveness, maintain a self image of being generous, or avoid isolation or negative
reaction from others due to not forgiving. This suggests that those who forgive in a
74
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visible way but without the internal feelings and attitudes of forgiveness, “may be
motivated by the expectation that the expression of forgiveness would elicit favorable
interpersonal consequences,” such as not being judged by others or being treated well by
others in the group.76 Additionally, “the true forgiving group reported that they were
more frequently engaged in collaboration than the participants in other groups… whereas
the hollow forgiving group’s most preferred coping style was avoidance,” a passive
strategy that while seeming to be effective, “generally does not bring about substantial
conflict resolution, leaving participants with frustration and anger .”77 Additionally,
“victims showing hollow forgiveness had strong self-oriented concerns, preferred
avoidance, and their satisfaction with outcomes were low.”78
Conclusion
Japanese culture has been shaped by a long history of religious and cultural
influences including Confucianism, Shinto and Buddhism, and to a smaller extent,
Catholicism. Confucianism’s emphasis on loyalty, respect, self-discipline, and the
maintenance of group harmony in the context of the rice culture of the island nation of
Japan all contribute to the collectivist patterns of social life which undergird
contemporary society. The individual’s dependence on society and the smaller groups to
which one belongs is socialized through the family, education, and work.
Forgiveness in Japan is embedded in a web of social relationships whose overall
tendency is toward harmony rather than conflict. Communication processes support
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harmony and continuity of relationship while discouraging conflict as a sign of
immaturity or maladaptation. Consequently, avoidance or collaboration are preferred
over confrontation for the resolution of interpersonal problems. Linguistically, the word
forgiveness can be written with several homophones and appears to have a broader range
of lexical meanings and semantic usage than in English. Due to this broader semantic
mapping, and the group harmony centered tendencies of Japan, it is possible that the
implicit construct of forgiveness has a different “shape” than in the individualistic West.
As such, forgiveness and reconciliation seem more closely linked in the Japanese cultural
context than in the West, and in fact may be structurally inseparable.
A brief overview of recent forgiveness research in Japan underscores the
difficulties of using Western constructs of forgiveness for research in a Japanese cultural
context and confirms the integral relationship of forgiveness and reconciliation in this
collectivistic culture. One recent mapping of the forgiveness process derived from
interviews with Japanese subjects highlights the crucial role of “social resources” in
developing motivation to move through the process of forgiveness. These overall
processes appear to be the same for Japanese independent of commitment to Christian
faith, although the social support that Christians utilized included additional resources
such as prayer. The concepts of “true” and “hollow” forgiveness were investigated, with
true forgiveness correlating with greater “other” oriented motivation and satisfaction with
the outcome. Avoidance as a conflict resolution strategy was highly correlated with selforiented motives and less satisfaction with the outcome.
Ogawa and Horii predict that hollow forgiveness accompanied by a strategy of
avoidance will be more common among Japanese than among Westerners. Existing
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research does not appear to address what happens when available social resources are
insufficient to provide motivation towards forgiveness. However, due to the significant
numbers of hikikomori, “disappearing” people, and those choosing to end their own lives,
this question bears investigation.

CHAPTER 4:
BILINGUALISM AND THE RELATIONAL SPIRITUALITY PARADIGM

“The mystery at the heart of human existence—that what we only gradually become,
over years of growing, suffering, and learning, is known and willed from all eternity by
the One who calls us into being. What is last in the order of accomplishment is actually
first in the order of intention.…What God “intends” for us is not our addictiveness or
compulsivity, not our personality disorders and defects, but the achievement of
intimacy—with self, with others, and with God.”1
Bilingualism refers to the ability to use and understand two languages. However,
natural living languages are always embedded in or derived from a socio-cultural context.
The socio-cultural context of Japan and several communication related facets were
briefly examined in Chapter Three. The internalizing of a language involves much more
than memorization of equivalent words, and as bilinguals know, many words, phrases,
feelings, and actions have no exact equivalent in another language, particularly one that
derives from a different socio-cultural context. As the following discussion will
demonstrate, language is an embodied phenomenon that activates non-conscious cultural
frames in the speaker and listener.
The Relational Spirituality Paradigm as summarized by Michael Leffel will be
presented as a way to understand how human relationality and development are related to
spiritual growth. These two seemingly unrelated topics of bilingualism and the Relational
Spirituality Paradigm are presented in the same chapter in order to highlight some of the
preconscious and unconscious processes involved in both bilingual communication and
the journey of spiritual growth and development.

1

Donald R. Hands and Wayne L. Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness for Clergy: A New Psychology of
Intimacy with God, Self, and Others (Washington, DC: Alban Institute, 1993), 2.
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Bilingualism: Language and Identity, Memory, Emotion, and Behavior
Bilingualism is not merely a matter of using two languages in the way that a
translation application converts one language to another. Human communication has
interactive and anticipatory components implicit within since communication is in the
context of relationships, either actual or implied. This embeddedness in relationship has
implications for identity, memory, emotion, and behavior.
Varieties of Bilingualism
Historically, bilingualism has been a normal facet of life for much of the world.
Warfare involved wounded left behind enemy lines and captives carried off as slaves
whose fate depended in part on learning to understand and navigate the foreign culture
and language of their captors. Trade relations and political alliances also brought people
into contact either temporarily or permanently with speakers of other languages. The
history of the English language—and most other languages—provides ample evidence of
loan words, borrowed spelling, and imported grammar conventions, all linguistic
evidence of a history of contact with speakers and writers of other languages. The Old
and New Testaments, written in primarily Hebrew and Greek, show a picture of the
struggle for monotheistic Judaic identity in spite of opposing cultural and linguistic
forces. The sign over Jesus’ cross was inscribed in Aramaic, Latin, and Greek, and an
argument has been made that Jesus himself may have been trilingual, understanding and
perhaps speaking Greek in addition to Aramaic and Hebrew.2

2

John 19:20; Also, Steven Fassberg, “Which Semitic Language Did Jesus and Other
Contemporary Jews Speak?” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 74, no. 2 (2012): 276–7, 280.
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Even today, it is estimated that more people than not in the world are bilingual,
though there are countries where monolingualism dominates. However, the fact that
bilingualism is a common phenomenon does not mean that all bilingual experience is
similar. Bilingual studies generally describe types of bilingualism by categorizing
bilingualism along a variety of dimensions. These dimensions include degree of relative
proficiency, age and context of acquisition, current usage contexts, as well as less visible
aspects such as whether concepts of the language are stored separately or map the same
concept within the brain, or perhaps somewhat overlap. A brief look at the table below
illustrates how complicated defining “bilingual” can be.
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Table 2. Dimensions and Types of Bilingualism
Dimension
Competence in both
languages
Cognitive organizationa
Age of acquisition

Presence of L2 community
in environment
Relative status of two
languages

Group membership/cultural
identity

Type of Bilinguality
Balanced
Dominant
Compound
Coordinate
Childhood
Simultaneous
Consecutive
Adolescent
Adult
Endogenous
Exogenous
Additive
Subtractive

Bicultural
Monocultural
Acculturated
Deculturated

Comments
One conceptual system
Separate systems
Acquired before 10 or 11
Acquired between 11-17
Presence of L2 community
Absence of L2 community
L1/2 socially
valorized/stigmatized
resulting in cognitive
advantage or disadvantage
Single cultural identity
Ambiguous membership,
anomic identity

Source: Adapted from Josiane F. Hamers and Michel H. A Blanc, Bilinguality and
Bilingualism (Cambridge: Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2000), 26.
a

Recent scholarship questions the usefulness of the traditional distinction between compound and
coordinate bilingualism since conceptual representation seems to rely on a variety of factors. For a
discussion of the impact of environment on internal representations, see Calliope Haritos, “The Language
Ecology of Bilingual Memory,” Academic Exchange Quarterly 9, no. 3 (2005) 77-82.

Language and Identity
Many language researchers have noted that learning a language involves changes
in the self and in one’s sense of self. Although this may be modified by the level of
proficiency attained and the way in which the language is learned and used, “language
learning is fundamentally tied to internalization of cultural norms and values that are
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inherent in the language.”3 This internalization is a kind of learning, growth, and change
that shapes the self. Other research demonstrates that not only is this true for those who
grow up with more than one language, but it is also true for late learners of a second
language. In a study examining how the language of a test affected the responses of
German and Spanish speaking bilinguals on a personality inventory measuring
neuroticism, introversion, and openness, the results showed “consistent cultural frame
shifts in personality display for late second-languages learners” independent of their first
language or culture of origin which indicates that “learning a second language always
implies the automatic representation of new cultural frames associated with this
language. These in turn provide the individual with a new range of perceiving and
displaying his or her own personality.”4
The following excerpts from the linguistic autobiography of Eva Hoffman, a
Polish immigrant to Canada, indicate how deeply the reconstruction of identity is
connected to internalization of an LX:5 ‘‘Our Polish names [which the Canadians could
not pronounce] were as surely us as our eyes or hands. These new appellations, which we
ourselves can’t yet pronounce, are not us. They are identifications tags, disembodied
signs pointing to objects that happen to be my sister and myself.’’ Reflecting on the
internalization of this foreign tongue, she says, ‘‘Since I lack a voice of my own, the
voices of others invade me as if I were a silent ventriloquist. They ricochet within me,
3

S. X. Chen, V. Benet-Martínez, & M. H. Bond, 2008; A. Pavlenko, 2006 quoted in G. Marina
Veltkamp et al., “Is Personality Modulated by Language?” International Journal of Bilingualism 17, no. 4
(2013): 497, http:/dx.doi.org/10.1177/1367006912438894.
4
5
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Jean-Marc Dewaele, “From Obscure Echo to Language of the Heart: Multilinguals’ Language
Choices for (Emotional) Inner Speech,” Journal of Pragmatics 87 (2015): 2. Although L1 and L2 are
commonly used, LX is often used in applied linguistics to denote an additional language for multilinguals.
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carrying on conversations, lending me their modulations, intonations, rhythms. I do not
yet possess them; they possess me.” Eventually, “the voices enter me; by assuming them,
I gradually make them mine. I am being remade, fragment by fragment, like a patchwork
quilt; there are more colors in the world than I ever knew.’’ Finally, she notes that Polish
no longer seems like herself, and poetically dismisses it (after receiving a doctorate in
literature from Harvard University) by saying, “Perhaps I’ve read, written, eaten enough
words so that English now flows in my bloodstream.”6
Another vignette from Dewaele’s research also illustrates the complexity and
changeable nature of identity as evidenced by autobiographical memory related to first
language (L1) and additional language (LX). Although in theory L1 is closer to the heart
and more expressive, L1 and LX may not elicit the same sense of self. A young woman
who is 17 years of age in the UK comments: ‘‘English is now what is more readily
available when I’m speaking, the first word that comes to my mind is English, and even
when I’m talking to myself, kind of you know inner speech, I don’t necessarily think it’s
Catalan.’’7 She muses that perhaps Catalan connects to ‘‘a different self, a different
person … When I use Catalan, I can feel that I’m attached to almost the person that I was
before, because my language hasn’t developed and it hasn’t developed with my
personality.’’
Yet another vignette shows some of the emotional and contextual factors that
relate to choice of language for inner emotional speech. Klaus, a German L1 participant
resident in the UK for 17 years (with English L2, French L3, Russian L4 and Spanish
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L5), explained that his emotional inner speech would be linked to the context of the
emotions: “if it is something, for example, that upsets me about my parents, then it would
be in German, but if it is something that affects work then I would use English, but it
depends on the context and the environment.”8
The effect of certain variables on this process of internalizing new cultural
frames, and what factors facilitate or hinder the integration of dual (or more) cultural
frames is an area of interest in linguistics and the social sciences. The process of
becoming functionally bilingual in two languages as linguistically and socially different
as Japanese and English involves a different shaping of the self than in a monolingual
context due to the presence of cultural frames are to a greater or lesser degree
internalized, and to a great or lesser degree integrated. These cultural frames are more or
less automatically activated by language and have deep connection to memory and
emotion due to the embodied nature of language.
Inquiries into why cultural frames are automatically prompted by language
continue. Perhaps the most helpful insights so far have come from theory and research in
the area of language embodiment.9 The affective and social environment in which
language is learned shape how language is internalized. Because native speakers’ first
language (L1) is learned in the context of intimate relations with caregivers, “words and
expressions in L1(s) acquire strong affective and autobiographical dimensions” in
contrast to foreign languages, which are usually much less contextualized, and in which
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See Aneta Pavlenko, "Affective Processing in Bilingual Speakers: Disembodied
Cognition?" International Journal of Psychology 47, no. 6 (2012): 405-426,
doi:10.1080/00207594.2012.743665.
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there are fewer ‘‘opportunities for integration of all sensory modalities.”10 This may lead
to “disembodied words,” or a situation in which LX speakers do not experience the “full
impact” of the words on themselves, and may not anticipate it for others, even though
they may understand and use them in a way that may seem appropriate to the listener.11
Language, Memory, and Emotion
Academic research on the relationship of language, memory, and emotion [and
this researcher adds, spirituality] can sometimes seem like an infinity loop since linguists,
psychologists, and neurobiologists are still examining how it is that the brain processes
and produces language. Complexities increase in understanding these processes when
two or more languages are involved. Due to the limitations of this paper, this working
hypothesis about language and memory is used: “Memories can happen without
language, but language provides the framework for organizing our personal
experiences.”12 Language is often thought of as a mere vehicle for ideas or
communication. However, language is not a mere “factual container,” but actually
“affects how one feels while recounting and how one interprets what is being said.” Or to
say it even more strongly, “Language is part of the thought itself.”13 So essentially there
is an interactive relationship between the language of communication, the content, and
the person.
10
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In the case of bilinguals, or those who are multilingual, the interrelationship of
language, emotion, and memory is even more complicated. The fact that the linguistic
and semantic emotional vocabulary of a natural language is language-specific is well
attested.14 Anecdotal evidence abounds that bilinguals often feel and act differently when
speaking in different languages. However, the experience of bilinguals as they use
different languages is harder to research, although there are a growing number of
researchers exploring this.15
In research done for a doctoral dissertation at Berkeley, Lillian Hae Park created a
series of experiments to explore how language is related to autobiographical memories.
Through four different research projects involving a variety of language abilities and
backgrounds, she looked at different variables that may affect the strong tendency to
remember events in the language of the experience—something that has been reported by
other researchers even when it is not the stronger or preferred language.16 In her research,
both narrators and independent raters scored the retelling of an autobiographical story as
being “less expressive” when it was told in a language different than which it had
occurred, even though the number of details may have been the same.17
Additionally, there was a greater reported sense of reliving, or emotional
immediacy of the experience when it was told in the language of the experience that was
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often lessened or not present when told in a different language.18 Interestingly, there was
evidence that sometimes this was a strategy employed either consciously or
unconsciously by the speaker in order to lessen the emotional impact. A conscious
example of this can be seen in the case of a Muslim woman author who relayed that
writing about sex was “less shocking” when done in a language other than her heart
language.19 Park’s conclusion was that “language plays an influential role in encoding,
retrieval, and expression of autobiographical memories” [italics by author] although this
influence may be moderated by the way the speaker learned the LX, and the way the LX
is used by the speaker across subject domains and in social contexts.20 This shaping
influence by language on memories, has to this author’s knowledge, not been adequately
been considered by pastors, missionaries, and spiritual directors who work interculturally
with bi- or multilingual people, and has not been adequately researched.
Bilinguals and emotional inner speech. In the last fifteen years, significant
research has been done on language choice and language use with bi- or multilinguals.
Studies have investigated context and task differential use of L1 and LX, levels of
language proficiency of L1 and LX, age and method of acquisition of LX as well as other
variables. Research has looked at not only differential use of L1 and LX in interpersonal
communication, but also for intrapersonal communication, in the area of inner thought.
Bi- and multilinguals’ self-reported inner speech was found to serve self-regulatory,
problem-solving, and mnemonic functions. A subset of inner thought that includes most
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if not all self-regulatory, and some problem-solving functions is that of emotional inner
thought. Emotional inner thought includes such activities as worrying, encouraging or
scolding self or another mentally.21 Although a large number of bilinguals related inner
speech in an LX, inner emotional speech seemed to be linked to earlier age of acquisition,
perceived proficiency, and overall socialization in that language.22
Since prayer and the topics of prayer usually involve emotional inner thought, this
research is relevant for the present inquiry into praying about forgiveness in Japanese and
English. Bi- and multilinguals generally rate their L1 as more emotional, so phrases like
“I love you,” tend to have most emotional weight in someone’s first language.23 One man
put the complexity of navigating different emotional “lexicons” in two languages and
contexts this way: “My Italian keyboard, language, is made up of I don’t know 88 keys,
and my English language keyboard is just two octaves, right? And I have to play the
same melodies.”24
However, there is significant variation in bilinguals regarding use and perception
of the emotional weight of L1 and LX. Factors that affect this appear to be context of
acquisition (whether intimate, personal interactions or a structured academic situation),
age of acquisition, degree of socialization, network of communication partners, and selfperceived oral proficiency.
There is range of bilingual experiences surrounding the emotional impact and use
of L1 and LX. On the one hand, some bilinguals may be quite competent in their LX, but
21
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often feel as if they are feeling the emotional music through a muffled door in the LX,
resulting in a sense of distance, flatness, or separation. On the other end of the spectrum,
some may feel a lack of connection between who they were and who they are now, with
the LX more accurately representing the emotional terrain of their inner lives. It may be
possible that a person has two rather distinct linguistic personas, with only a minimal
amount of connection between them. Theoretically, there might be a middle ground,
where both languages are integrated in the person’s life and experience to the point that
not much “distance” between personas is felt. Each of these possible scenarios represent
different challenges regarding Christian spiritual formation of the person, the practice of
prayer, and growth in the experience of forgiveness with God, self, and others.
Language, Emotion, Thought, and Behavior
The last few decades have seen a major shift in how scientific fields understand
the relationship between thought, behavior, and emotion. The essentially relational and
emotional realities of human life now are understood to undergird rational and analytic
thinking rather than merely function as a byproduct or result of rational thought.25 While
discussion continues around the strengths and limitations of Kohlberg’s theory of moral
development, Haidt’s social intuitivist argument, and Hoffman’s theory of “the good”
and moral development, social sciences and even “hard” sciences have begun to research
emotions, attitudes, morality, and prosocial behavior in new ways.26 Evolutionary biology
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now studies such topics as monogamy, loyalty, and altruism by searching for possible
areas of the genetic code that may be linked to behaviors underlying these relational
qualities, and conceptualizes theories that might account for an evolutionary advantage to
complex, prosocial behavior traits.
At the very least, the simple faith-fact-feeling train of earlier models of CSF are
being reevaluated.27 This has profound implications for Christian Spiritual Formation
since the limitations of “correct cognitive knowledge” being able to shape “correct
behavior” are now visible. The implications of this for bilingual formation bear
investigation also. Missionaries and others who work between cultures have long
bemoaned the fact that a cognitively correct solution in one language applied to an
emotional, relational experience in another language may fall flat. Much of missionary
research in some manner relates to these issues of Biblical and theological “content” and
cultural “form.” Against this philosophical landscape, the notion—based in object
relations theory—that relational attachments to God are similar to those with parental
figures or relationship partners could be a productive framework for research in
intercultural psychology and Christian Spiritual Formation.28
Relational Spirituality Paradigm
The Relational Spirituality Paradigm (RSP) was originally proposed by Benner
and later developed by Hall (2004) and Schults and Sandage (2006).29 A central concept
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in RSP is that of “implicit relational representations,” which Hall uses to mean the
“intrapsychic templates that shape knowledge of self, knowledge of others, and emotional
appraisals of meaning in relationships.”30 This framework is a “relational
metapsychology” drawing from attachment theory, the neurobiology of emotion, and
object relations theory.31 Leffel’s summary of Hall’s RS paradigm—included in a three
part series on RSP with a proposed framework for moving from theory to research—will
be used for simplicity in this dissertation. Leffel’s six hypotheses (simplifying Hall’s
seven) are intended to be links between “naturalistic moral development and spiritual
transformation.”32 The following are Leffel’s Six Central Hypotheses of the Relational
Spirituality Paradigm:
1. The “natural spirituality” of all persons, believer or nonbeliever (universal
prevenience hypothesis);
2. The spiritual (directional) nature of psychological structures and processes (telic
directionality hypothesis);
3. The structural (psychological) mediation of all relational experience (structural
mediation hypothesis);
4. The development of structural and directional maturity markers (developmental
complementarity hypothesis);

Research Directions,” Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health 18, no. 1 (2016):
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5. The primacy of implicit and procedural structures of morality in personality
change (implicit structural change hypothesis);
6. The centrality of intersubjective relatedness for implicit relational transformation
(intersubjective relatedness hypothesis). 33
Leffel’s treatment of hypothesis 3 is of particular interest to this inquiry into
forgiveness for bilinguals: Relational Spirituality assumes that structures and processes of
personality that guide and motivate relationships with other people (e.g., a capacity to
trust, empathy) also mediate one’s subjective experience of relationship with the Sacred
Other. Thus, all spiritual growth necessarily involves transformation (development and
healing) of psychological structures that facilitate relational experience. This
understanding incorporates Hall’s (2004) fourth organizing principle: “Implicit relational
representations, formed from experiences in early significant relationships with
caregivers, shape the emotional appraisal of meaning in subsequent relationship.”34
Another point that pertains to this discussion is that implicit and procedural
associative networks form the nonconscious moral “core” of personality. A “cognitive
intuitionist” Relational Spirituality interpretation assumes that moral appraisals (what is
good, what is right) are automatically and quickly generated, without deliberate reflection
or deductive or inductive reasoning.35 Accordingly, moral emotions (pride, disgust,
empathy, gratitude, etc.) are interpreted as a rapid-response “hot” system of cognitive
appraisals that “energize” or inhibit loving action tendencies. If this is the case, then this
33
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“implicit-procedural level” of moral personality becomes the central locus of spiritual
transformation and therapeutic practices.36
For bi- and multilinguals within whom two or more distinct cultural frames exist,
formative psychological and spiritual experiences may have been experienced in more
than one language, or a language different than their primary language of faith practice.
This raises interesting questions about how faith interacts with their implicit relational
knowledge, a “network of affectively charged relational experiences one has acquired in
the course of a lifetime” that involves how to relate to others, for example, “how to trust,
how to be empathic, reciprocate, etc.”37 The Relational Spirituality paradigm provides a
way to consider some of the non-conscious relational affective dimensions of the
personality that may be differentially accessed by language specific interactions,
emotions, and memories. In addition to greater understanding of these processes, the
Relational Spirituality Paradigm is also a framework for practitioners (psychologists,
therapists, and trained pastoral counselors and spiritual directors) who work in
therapeutic relationships with others to help them to move toward healing and greater
health by modeling and interacting with clients in ways that facilitate the reconstruction
of these intrapsychic templates. The potentially transformative nature of the interaction
with the therapist is a heavily researched topic in psychotherapy.
Within a conceptual framework that affirms spirituality and the potentially
transformative nature of a relationship with a Reality greater than oneself, the role of the
therapist is still important, but there is an additional dimension of hope and potential
healing. As the therapist, pastor, or director is able to facilitate the client’s connection
36
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with the Divine, this Divine/human interaction can reshape and heal the intrapsychic
template for interpersonal relationships. Because God is the ultimate Other, this
relationship with God can over time function as a type of template for all other human
relationships. Writes Andrew Greeley, “As we relate to the Other [God], so we tend to
relate to the other [human beings], whether it be the intimate other or the distant other.
Prayer is a story of relationship to God and hence will influence the other stories with
which humans make sense of their lives.”38
There is evidence that how one relates to God is framed by how one has related to
significant others. There are similarities between dynamics in human relationships and
relationships with God based on the attachment style of the individual. The four primary
emotional attachment styles, or filters (secure, preoccupied, dismissing, and fearful)
affect individuals’ relationship style with God in the same way that they shape human-tohuman relationships.39 So for example, those with secure attachment styles are used to
generally having their primary attachment needs met by significant others, and so tend to
be more direct and willing to expose their needs and seek support. Because of a relatively
steady history of being cared for, and “feeling felt” by those they depend on, this is the
general way they relate to others, including God and their companions on the spiritual
journey. On the other hand, when under stress those who display a dismissing attachment
style, “generally continue their self-reliant coping strategies, keeping God and their

38

Andrew Greeley quoted in E. Baesler, “The Prayer of the Holy Name in Eastern and Western
Spiritual Traditions: A Theoretical, Cross-cultural, and Intercultural Prayer Dialogue,” Journal of
Ecumenical Studies, (2001): 197.
39

Todd Hall, “Psychoanalysis, Attachment, and Spirituality Part I: The Emergence of Two
Relational Traditions,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 35, no. 1 (2007): 24.

114
spiritual community on the periphery, while focusing on explicit knowledge of God,”
rather than seeking support and emotional connection.40
In an attempt to move from theory to research, G. Michael Leffel has developed a
moral motive analysis of transformation that attempts to explain the why and how of the
role of emotions in spiritual transformation. Based in the concept of “orthokardia,” he
conceptualizes the task of spiritual transformation as “expansion of the motive and
capacity to love from an increasingly pure (less conflicted, divided) heart.”41 He
identifies three goals for implicit transformation and suggests a corresponding process
and specific strategy to reach that goal for each of the three “theoretical facets of implicit
transformation.”42 Broadly speaking, these three facets involve insight, an uncovering of
heretofore unconscious negative transference processes in relations with others, letting
go, a detachment from the “vice” through exposure, mourning, and liberation, and a
building on, or strengthening and relational embodiment of correlating virtue.43
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Table 3. Three Facets of Implicit Transformation
Theoretical Facet
Illumination (insight)

Goal
Discovery (become aware
of Implicit Relational
Character [IRC])

Process
Identification of affective
transference themes

Subtraction (letting go)

Detachment (diminish
power of IRC)

Mourning/liberation

Addition (building up)

Embodiment (living into
new relational experiences)

Internalization of better
models

Source: Adapted from G. Michael Leffel, “Emotion and Transformation in the Relational Spirituality
Paradigm Part 3. A Moral Motive Analysis (Report),” Journal of Psychology and Theology 35, no. 4
(2007): 310.

There appears to be a strong relationship between the quality of emotional interaction
between an individual and his or her early caretakers and how that person recreates those
patterns of interaction in other significant relationships, including relationship with God.
Two implications that are relevant to this discussion are as follows: First, the roots of
prosocial morality—or what may be called the capacity to love-in-action—is an implicit
relational knowledge and is acquired early, likely along with language in the emotional
context of relationship with a caregiver.44 A second implication of affective meaning
structures is that “intersubjective relatedness may be the necessary precondition for the
emergence of new moral affective capacities.”45 Intersubjective relatedness refers to the
shared sense of experience together, or as another researcher calls it, the “shared feeling

44
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the foundation for self-concept, future relationships, and overall worldview. See Linda M.
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voyage.”46 Growth and change happens when one experiences the sense of another being
in tune with them, of caring and sharing experiences and emotions. Ideally, this happens
in a sufficient way in early childhood to avoid large scale emotional “deformation,”
though the finite human reality is that all humans wound others and sustain wounds to
some extent. Throughout life are opportunities to continue to develop and grow, to learn
how to relate more deeply, more appropriately, to love more maturely. For many, these
opportunities come in the normal course of family and committed relationships, while for
others, specifically defined pastoral, prayer, or therapeutic relationships form the context
for people to continue this growth process toward “mature relationality.” Therefore, one
can surmise from a psychological perspective of a relational spirituality paradigm, growth
is understood to be deepening capacity for “mature relationality,” an ability to freely and
deeply relate to another in an interrelationship characterized by capacity to express love
for another. This is also the goal of most spiritual formation practices, which historically
have been aimed at the “restoration (healing and development) of one’s capacity to truly
‘love’ another as other,” whether God or human.47
Leffel notes that Benner has outlined a “complementarity of psychological and
spiritual milestones of psychospiritual growth,” such that adequately growing through
one stage or kind of relationship facilitates the capacity later for that quality of
relationship with God.48 The experience of a child’s “symbiotic dependency” on early
caretakers sets the stage or prefigures a later capacity to trust God. Since the shape and
46
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texture of these stages varies not only within families, but even more so across cultures,
this is a fascinating area to consider. Is it possible that experiencing, or even cognitively
exploring the shape of these stage specific tasks and dynamics in more than one cultural
context could expand one’s capacity to connect with and relate to God?
The author is reminded of a conversation with women in Japan in the context of a
small group Bible study for believers and seekers. The text for study was Psalm 37, and
some key words that stood out to the group related to trusting, being patient, not fretting,
and hoping in God. Someone commented that the final verse (The Lord helps them and
delivers them; he delivers them from the wicked and saves them because they take refuge
in him) brought to mind the image of a young child strapped to its mother’s back in the
traditional onbu manner. Originally a long piece of soft cloth was wrapped crisscross
fashion across the child’s back under its arms, over the mother’s shoulders crossing
between her breasts and then around the back side of the child holding him or her firmly
on the mother or grandmother’s back while she worked in the fields, at home, or went
shopping. Twenty years ago it was very common to see children sound asleep, head
rolled back, mouth open, arms and legs dangling and relaxed, utterly at ease and feeling
safe in the care of the mother although she was not facing the child or obviously paying
attention to the child. In that image this author suddenly sensed a deeper, wider, more
expansive view of resting safely and trusting in the care and provision of God than in her
own cultural context—even in the absence of obvious “communication” or visible sign
from God.49
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Conclusion
There are many kinds of bilinguals and a great variety of bilingual experience.
When, how, and why an additional language was learned, for what purposes and with
whom it is used are only a few of the significant dimensions. Language and identity are
connected, and so learning another language influences the self, and the sense of self
(identity). This process is influenced by the factors that shape the variety of bilingualism.
Language is also related to memory, since language is not merely “a container for
memories,” but is part of the memory itself. Generally, an L1 is more emotionally potent
since it is learned in intimate human interactions with caregivers early in life and
therefore is connected to the preconscious, affective processes of the limbic system.
Language is “embodied” through not only early limbic system imprinting, but also
automatic activation of cultural frames that language is a part of, so bilinguals may “feel”
differently depending on what language they are using. A variety of possibilities exist for
how the language personas of an individual may relate to each other, and each of these
scenarios present different challenges to and resources for Christian Spiritual Formation.
The Relational Spirituality Paradigm is a “relational metapsychology” drawn
from attachment theory, the neurobiology of emotion, and object relations theory that
posits that preconscious, intrapsychic “templates” shape the way an individual relates to
others, whether human or the Deity. Psychological growth and spiritual growth share the
same processes and mirror similar dynamics of an expanded capacity for mature
relationality as shown by freedom for embodied love of another in ever expanding circles.
Growth can be facilitated by a process of uncovering relational transference themes,
mourning the brokenness and losses, which then results in liberation from their power,
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and then internalization of good representations of others. The role of the practitioner is
important in modeling and facilitating intersubjective experience, a precondition for
growth, in the practitioner/client relationship, and perhaps more importantly, in
facilitating and supporting the Divine/human relationship of the client.
To the best of this author’s knowledge, the experiences of bilinguals within the
framework of the Relational Spirituality Paradigm have not been carefully investigated.
However, the faith experiences and the human relational dynamics of bilinguals are
different than those of monolinguals and suggest many dimensions for further
investigation. In particular, child/caregiver attachment processes in collectivist and
individualistic cultures could be examined in relation to God images in order to broaden
and enrich the client’s awareness and experience of the care of God by tapping into the
embodied spiritual wisdom of both of the client’s language cultures.

CHAPTER 5:
PRAYING ABOUT FORGIVENESS FOR BILINGUALS

“The fruits of prayer not only provide nourishment for the individual(s) praying, but they
also have the capacity to transform all relationships. Prayer thus conceived is not a
private, intrapersonal activity; rather, prayer is interpersonal, relational, communal. When
prayer is centered on loving God, “We embrace and love everyone whom God loves. No
one is left out. No one can remain our enemy.” – E. Baesler 1
Chapter 5 looks at the Relational Spirituality Framework applied to the particular
situation of praying about forgiveness for bilingual Japanese/English speakers. Beginning
with a look at prayer-as-communication in the context of attachment and spiritual
formation practices, the central petition of the Lord’s Prayer is used as an illustration of
how some of these dynamics may interact.
Prayer as Communication-in-Relationship
People pray for a variety of reasons and in a variety of ways. Prayer happens
universally, and often even when there is no certainty of being heard by another. Prayer
has an almost infinite variety of shapes and textures, since it represents the sometimesspontaneous effort to reach out or respond to s/Something or s/Someone beyond oneself.
As such, it can be understood as a form of communication, whether the prayer takes
verbal or non-verbal form, or is offered in anger, disbelief, involuntary terror, delight, or
deep faith.
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Margaret Poloma and Matthew Lee note that although nine out of ten Americans
report praying, and 68 percent of these say they pray at least once a day, little is known
about how they pray, or what happens when they do.2 Recently, however, prayer has
begun to be researched from more angles in the social sciences including looking at
prayer as an “affect regulation strategy.”3 Shane Sharp, in a study of how prayer helped
manage negative emotions for victims of partner violence, concluded that prayer is a
“legitimate social interaction,” an imaginary (as opposed to concrete) “social support
interaction with a deity that provides an individual with resources” to handle difficult
emotions.4 Understood as a form of communication, the texture, content, and motivation
for specific prayers is embedded in and shaped by the quality of the relationship with the
Other.
If the prayer-as-communication model is valid, then in a sense, the pray-er’s
awareness of the Other may also be considered prayer, just as in a human relationship
where one’s awareness of an “other” can be reflected in the relaxing or tightening of a
face muscle, a slight repositioning of the body to suggest openness, or a quick yet
meaningful glance. Communication as engagement in a quality of relationship happens
even without words, and oftentimes unintentionally.
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In light of this, prayer can be understood both as a unique relational interaction in
time and space and as a state awareness of, and response to (unconscious and conscious
response) an Other.
Attachment Styles and Prayer Shape
Though the relationship and the particular interaction of prayer between an
individual and God is unique, intriguing correlations exist between patterns of human
attachment styles and preferred prayer styles. In addition to the affect-regulation or “safe
haven” function of prayer, other researchers have looked at prayer as a “secure base,” or
a way of “nondistress proximity seeking” that strengthens the attachment relationship.5
Although research in this area is limited, adult attachment styles of avoidance were
“negatively correlated with colloquial and meditative forms of prayer” suggesting that a
tendency to distance in response to stress in human relationships also carried over to
human/divine relationships.6 Additionally, “adult attachment anxiety was positively
correlated with petitionary prayer only” as opposed to more intimate or relationshipbuilding ways of relating to the divine such as colloquial or meditative prayer.7
Classical Spiritual Formation Trajectory of Prayer
The mystical tradition of Christianity (that predates Christian Spiritual Formation
as an academic discipline) as epitomized by Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross
describes a three movement growth in faith and prayer. The first stage is often spoken of
as the purgative stage, the Way of Purgation, a time of intense desire to rid oneself of all
5
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that is unholy after coming to an awareness of the transcending beauty of the Divine.8
The next stage is called the illuminative stage, or the Way of Illumination. During this
stage there may be many “visions and adventures of the soul” experienced through
meditation and contemplation. 9 These first two stages are preparation for the ultimate
goal and destiny of the human soul, or the Way of Union, sometimes called Spiritual
Marriage. Evelyn Underhill summarizes many of the great mystic writers of the past in
this way: “It is a state of equilibrium, of purely spiritual life; characterized by peaceful
joy, by enhanced powers, by intense certitude.”10 While the above description is a very
brief summary of classic Christian mystical thought on stages of contemplative prayer, it
must be stressed that even the progression from the purgative stage to the illuminative
stage often took years, and very few ordinary pray-ers confidently claimed to be solidly
in the third stage of Union, or Spiritual Marriage.
Poloma and colleagues also make note of a trajectory from active toward more
receptive forms of prayer as Christians grow. Their research has included the
development of measures of prayer to access information about dimensions that have not
previously been carefully investigated empirically. These dimensions include what
people actually do when they pray as well as how they feel and what they experience.11
Their Flame of Love Project attempts to investigate the relationship of God and those
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who pray using a model of “Godly love,” conceptualized as “the dynamic interaction
between divine and human love that enlivens and expands benevolence.”12 God as
“significant other” is key to their model, named the D-model due to its basic diamond
shape.13

Figure 3. The D-Model
Source: Poloma and Lee, 145.

Through their empirical and qualitative research, Poloma, et al. identified an
“active” dimension of what people actually do when they pray (prayer activities such as
adoration, thanksgiving, supplication, confession, etc.) as well as a “receptive” dimension
that “allows prayer to move from soliloquy to dialogue with the divine and beyond to
mystical union.”14 An active foundation of prayer seemed to be a necessary base toward a
more receptive mode of prayer, and those who practiced more receptive prayer seemed to
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experience more interaction, collaboration or communion with the divine.15 Although
their research was limited to Americans and included a research design that assumed the
possibility if not normativity of interactive “mystical” and “prophetic” experiences of
prayer which some may question, their results indicated that not only prayer activities,
but also the experience of the love of God, was related to religious-based benevolence
toward others, that is, becoming “exemplars of godly love.”16
Praying About Forgiveness
As the reader can see from Chapters 1 and 2 as well as life experience,
forgiveness is difficult, complicated, and multidimensional. Praying about forgiveness for
even a monolingual may be affected by a number of language and culture related issues
including images of the God-to-which-one-prays, the context of prayer, language of
prayer, content of prayer, the prayer’s construct of forgiveness, and the pray-er’s
awareness of one’s own emotional landscape and willingness/interest in sharing these
with God.
God Images
Spiritual directors, as well as thoughtfully reflective counselors and clergy, are
aware of the importance of the God-image of the people they work with. They are also
aware that one’s implicit God-images may not reflect one’s explicit theology, particularly
in cases of disruptive early life experiences or later trauma. Relational spirituality
paradigms such as Leffel’s discussed in Chapter 4 assume the relatedness of God-images
to preconscious “templates” formed in intimate interactions with early caretakers and
15
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significant others. This author was unable to find any published studies on images of God
among Japanese Christians, or Japanese-American Christians.17 However, a recent study
on Korean-American immigrant women investigating their faith across the lifespan
indicated that their early images of God were shaped by both maternal and paternal
influences, though slightly more by maternal influences which could be explained
through the relative absence of their fathers during their formative years:
The nature of these women’s relationships with their parents or parental figures
during their critical early years significantly impacted their image of an invisible
God. Growing up with the lack of a father figure, the participants’ collective
initial experience of God was emotionally distant and fearful. Their God
representations evolved and operated in the strong[ly] patriarchal Confucian
context of Korean culture. The distant relational nature they experienced with
their earthly fathers impacted their views of God as their heavenly Father. One
participant stated, “I learned from the Bible that God is my father and I am His
child. But I did not know how to relate to Him as a child…I had never approached
my father as a carefree child.” 18
Of course there are significant differences between Korean and Japanese culture,
and many Japanese as well as Koreans may feel uncomfortable with assuming similarity
of familial and cultural dynamics between the two. However, since there is limited
research published on images of God of those raised in other cultural contexts,
particularly Asian Christians who have emigrated to the West, the contrast between this
God image and one very familiar to Western Christians of a loving, caring, and tender
father is illustrative.19
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Prayer and Emotion Management
In regards to how prayer helps manage negative emotions, Sharp’s research yields
five relationally based ways. Prayer provides:
1. an other to whom one can express and vent anger;
2. positive reflected appraisals that help increase self-esteem and lessen sadness;
3.

reinterpretive cognitions that make situations seem less threatening and thus less
fearful;

4. an other with whom one can interact to “zone out” negative emotion-inducing
stimuli; and
5. an emotion management model to imitate for mitigating feelings of anger.20
However, for each of the above, the kind of God image one holds would make a dramatic
difference in the extent to which each of these resources would be maximized or not. A
cold, judgmental, or dismissive image of God would not allow the pray-er to receive
many of these benefits, and in fact, might act against one’s motivation to pray.
While some may consider positive self-esteem only loosely associated with
Christian spiritual maturity, it is related. In order to love others as one loves oneself, it is
necessary to appreciate the value of one’s own self. Sharp has shown that praying can
provide a safe relationship within which individuals experience positive reflected
appraisals.21 These may be crucial to offset the harsh appraisals of others or even oneself.
Through prayer, some of Sharp’s subjects “viewed themselves as they believed God
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viewed them,” which made them feel better about themselves and lessened sadness and
depression.22
Language and Praying About Forgiveness
Praying about forgiveness does not always require words, but generally language
and words are a part of both one’s past experiences and present prayer life. While it is
true that private personal prayer may at times be contemplative and apophatic, not relying
on words or even images, both the history of one’s experiences of prayer and one’s
current practices are shaped by a multitude of language embedded/infused influences
such as scripture, liturgy, songs, sermons and books about prayer, the prayers of others,
the words and phrases used or avoided, tendencies to pray about certain topics in certain
ways, and the examined and unexamined images of God. All of these—and other
influences—are with pray-ers when they pray. All of these factors subtly shape and
influence not only the pray-er-in-prayer, but also what is prayed about, and how it is
prayed about. Each of these could warrant a separate dissertation!
Through a brief look at one specific prayer, the Lord’s Prayer, it can be seen how
language also undergirds, permeates, and influences the content (what), and the manner
(how) that the content is brought to prayer. In this central prayer of Christianity,
commonly called the Lord’s Prayer, the center, or pivot point, is a pair of petitions
linking God’s forgiveness of the pray-ers with the pray-ers’ forgiveness of those who
have caused injury.
Forgive us our trespasses/sins/debts
As we forgive those who have trespassed/sinned against us.23
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When praying this prayer, many factors related to the physical context of prayer may
affect one’s ability to pray deeply from the heart or the center of the self with full
attention and intention. An openness to being led by the Spirit into praying more deeply
for forgiveness of self and others is affected by many things, perhaps even trivial things
including what was eaten for breakfast that day, whether one is alone or with others, or
whether the person nearby has forgotten personal hygiene issues.
There may be performance concerns about whether the prayer is adequately
enough memorized to allow the pray-er to focus on the meaning, whether or not one is
able to say it smoothly, or whether the version known to the pray-er is also the same as
the one the group knows. Even something as simple as the word used may make a
difference. As a child I had no idea what trespasses were; family lore has it that I more
than once prayed, “Forgive us our Triscuits as we forgive those who have Triscuits
against us.” To this day when I pray the word “trespasses” I am more likely to remember
this incident with a chuckle than to be reminded of an interpersonal injury I have caused
or received. For bilinguals, these language-related issues are multiplied.
A structured, public recitation of a rote prayer like the one Jesus taught his
disciples may or may not represent a sincere intent to communicate with God. However,
the Holy Spirit has ways of reaching into human experience and consciousness even in
less than ideal situations, seen in reports of “sensing” that something was happening, or
that God was speaking or convicting or touching a person even when not anticipated.
During prayer, often a memory of words, actions, and emotion will briefly flash into
consciousness. This can be a sign that there is a relationship, or an area of forgiveness
23
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that needs attention. If the pray-er takes the time to pray about this with a desire to go
more deeply into the experience in order to bring it intentionally before God, he or she
may remember an incident involving a person or people. This memory is generally
framed by particular words or conversation in a particular language, may contain images,
and is connected to emotions.
When people pray about forgiveness, each person’s constructs of forgiveness as
well as the specific relationships and incidents that come to mind as needing forgiveness
will be different. These constructs also shape the assumptions about what is one’s own
part, and what others’ parts are to play in the forgiveness process. In Chapter 3, a brief
overview of the nature of conflict and forgiveness in the collectivist context of Japan was
presented. This included a bias toward harmony and against relational conflict, and also
the implicit connection, perhaps even the inseparability of forgiveness and reconciliation
in Japanese cultural practice. Additionally, the distinction between “true” and “hollow”
forgiveness was examined, as well as the concern expressed by Japanese researchers that
the collectivist processes of Japan might make “false” forgiveness, generally associated
with less positive intra and interpersonal outcomes, more common in Japan than in the
West.
Japanese/English Bilinguals Praying About Forgiveness
The author is not aware of any research into the prayer practices or experiences of
Japanese/English speaking bilingual Christians, nor any research on how the presence of
two cultural identities moderated by language may impact praying about forgiveness.
Therefore, this researcher has worked with the assumption that laying the groundwork for
future research in this area is possible by examining related dimensions of social
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interaction and prayer in monolingual Japanese Christians and monolingual English
speaking Christians to discover where significant differences in forgiveness constructs,
practice of interpersonal forgiveness, practice of prayer, and affective experiences related
to interpersonal conflict in order to identify places of difference or potential dissonance.
Additionally, research on the faith journey of bilingual Korean/English speaking women
has been included to illustrate how one variety of bilingual/bicultural experience shapes
Christian formation and relationship to God. What follows below is a summary of how
the research explored thus far might relate to the practice and experience of praying about
forgiveness for Japanese/English bilingual Christians.
Two Templates
As was demonstrated in Chapters 2 and 3, emotions, thoughts, patterns of
interaction, and language are more interrelated than formerly recognized. Using the
language of the Relational Spirituality Paradigm, intrapsychic templates for how to “be
with” others are formed through intimate affective interactions with early parental figures
and caregivers and embedded in the limbic system. These seem to be activated
automatically by language, which is also a powerful elicitor of autobiographical memory.
Language choice also seems to influence how people feel, act, and think in situations.
However, bi- and multilingualism is not a monolithic phenomenon. Varieties of
bilingualism are often differentiated based on age and manner of acquisition, degree of
socialization in that language, as well as one’s own perceived proficiency and current
usage contexts. Many factors affect how the languages are related to the speaker, and
how the languages are related to each other within the speaker. Research into language
specific identities within an individual is also very limited, but the presence of more than
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one identity can be interpolated from case studies of individuals and interviews that
indicate varying degrees of continuity between the sense of self that is evoked by L1 and
LX respectively.
Assuming that Japanese and English languages activate different templates about
how to be with others and sometimes even a different sense of self, which language one
uses when praying can make a difference in the outcome of the experience. Additionally,
because the “reality” and intensity of memories and emotions seems to be affected by
language, the experience of praying about a particular topic like forgiveness might unfold
differently in one language than it might in another. Of course, spontaneously switching
languages in the middle of private prayer is also possible, although this phenomenon does
not seem to have been researched to date.
Image of God, Sense of Self, and Other
The previous discussion of God images held by Korean-American immigrant
women did not mention whether language choice in prayer influenced their implicit
image of God. Anecdotally, the author has heard that praying in Japanese feels awkward
for some after learning to pray first in English due to both the levels of politeness
embedded in the language and the implied sense of formality of relationship toward
God.24 However, other Japanese have mentioned how odd and almost disrespectful it
feels to pray in casual English after years of public worship and private devotions in
formal and literary Japanese. So rather than assuming that one set of images of God is
24
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better than another, perhaps both have a place in helping finite humans understand the
infinite God.
The language choice of prayer might also affect the sense of self that is involved
in forgiveness. Due to the previously mentioned tendency to automatically reflect on how
to better adapt the self to fit the situation rather than seek to change the situation in an
active manner, it may be possible that some Japanese may not be consciously aware of
this automatic internal examination and adjustment tendency, and may not consider that it
is something that would be appropriate to “share” with God, particularly a God that
needed to be addressed with formal honorifics. The pray-er’s feelings about, and possible
struggles with adjusting the self to the group might be considered complaining, or
weakness, and hence might not be considered worthy of bringing to prayer. These kinds
of unconscious choices might have implications for the experience of “intimacy” with
God. If indeed intimacy is a function of sharing feelings and experiences, and “feeling
felt” by the o/Other, then praying in Japanese might constrain the kinds of intimacy that
are developed in the pray-er’s relationship with God.
However, in Japan when a significant enough injury, or breach in relationship or
etiquette happens that requires an open acknowledgment of the problem, offering “just”
words of apology may not be enough for forgiveness to occur in a relationship,
particularly if the words are not accompanied by appropriate body language, attitude, and
sometimes gifts. This may carry over to how pray-ers feel too, prompting them to make
some gift of money or time to the church as a tangible sign of contrition. A certain
uneasiness with the “free” forgiveness of the cross is obvious in Japan, and some
missionaries have explored how the very “freedom” of forgiveness can be a stumbling
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block for ordinary Japanese in a culture of reciprocity and interdependence. In this
context, the aphorism “there is nothing more costly than a free gift” begins to make
sense.25
Language choice might also affect the sense of “other” too, particularly around
the topic of empathy and compassionate identification with the other. On the whole,
Japanese are considered very understanding and empathetic towards others. However,
one of the implications of a collectivist orientation is that one’s behavior, and how that
affects and reflects on the group, is extremely important. The obverse is also true:
“Because the core identity of the interdependent self lies within the individual’s roles,
positions, and relationships, internal attributes such as attitudes and opinions are less
relevant to such person’s identities.”26 As was suggested by the studies reviewed in
Chapter 3, this means that people formed in a collectivist context may forgive for
different reasons, in particular, motivated by preserving the structure and functioning of
the group. This may result in overt forgiveness with less internal work of forgiveness. In
an effort to investigate the effect of “hypocrisy-induced dissonance” on American and
Japanese individual’s motives to forgive, researchers discovered that the effect of the
feeling level of remembering similar situations in their own past was less important in the
decision to forgive for Japanese. What was more important was the likelihood or not that
the offender would repeat the behavior.27 Perhaps this relates to the awareness of an
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individual’s actions on life together, and the “cost” of absorbing problems, failures, and
mistakes over the long haul.
Self-Forgiveness
Although not necessarily involving Christian prayer, the concept of responsible
self-forgiveness often includes prayer.28 Responsible self-forgiveness is defined as “a
transformative coping strategy by which perpetrators substantially modify or transform
their self-concept to an essentially new self-concept that integrates personal responsibility
for an offense with a prior sense of self-worth.”29 In a study of the efficacy of a particular
self-forgiveness intervention with interpersonal offenders, participants were evaluated as
to their baseline of self-forgiveness, severity of offense, and how much they participated
in treatment, i.e., activities related to the self-forgiveness workbook. Steps 1 and 2 in the
workbook were “Receive divine forgiveness” (however the divine was conceived), and
“Repair social relationships.”30
Those who gained the most from participating in the self-forgiveness workbook
were those who had a low baseline of self-forgiveness at the start, perceived their offense
as severe, and were more involved in the treatment.31 This may be significant because in
general, those from collectivist cultural backgrounds tend to rate lower on measures of
forgiveness of self and situations.
28
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While it is anticipated that few Japanese Christians would be involved in selfforgiveness interventions for interpersonal offenses, shame is an omnipresent theme in
the Japanese experience. Although this author does not completely identify with the
“eradicate shame” mentality of the West, there is evidence that shame is often a
contributing cause of “mental health problems such as depression, suicide, posttraumatic
stress disorder, addiction, eating disorders, and aggressive behavior” and that “selfforgiveness helps alleviate shame.”32 So because of this promising linkage between
connection with God through prayer, self-forgiveness, reduction of shame, and therefore
reduction of the likelihood of many related problems in relating to oneself and others,
these themes are linked with Christian spiritual formation here.
Construct of Forgiveness
One set of studies by Kari Terzino published as a doctoral dissertation examined
forgiveness constructs of Japanese speakers and English speakers employing a prototype
analysis in order to obtain information about the content and structure of concept of
forgiveness in Japanese and English.33 In the first study, university students were asked to
name words or phrases that were associated with forgiveness in their minds. Surprisingly,
there was no overlap in the top five terms generated by the Japanese speaking and the
English-speaking respondents. In a second study to determine the centrality of the words
mentioned, one overlapping word emerged, “to have an open heart/broad mind.”34 The
researcher noted that Japanese responses confirmed the centrality of items connected to
32
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“interpersonal harmony and benevolence” rather than individual personality traits.35
These findings indicate that though there may be some conceptual overlap between
Japanese and English speakers’ construct of forgiveness, much is different.
Other Japanese Forgiveness Patterns
In addition to influences from Japanese constructs of forgiveness previously
mentioned above and in Chapter 3, the following patterns may also have significant
bearing on praying about forgiveness:
1. Both Shinto and Buddhism have an implied degree of placating or “buying”
the favor and good will of the gods, one’s deceased relatives, or the Buddha.
Gifts of money (Shinto and Buddhism) are considered appropriate when
presenting a request in prayer or when apologizing for a desecration or
wrongful action. Whether this arises from a folk superstition that eventually
was adopted by Buddhism or not is beyond the scope of this investigation. In
Japanese human relationships too, gift giving as a means of offsetting the loss
or energy expenditure of the other party is considered a normal and necessary
way to maintain relationship. For example, in the case of a traffic accident, the
offender, or a representative of the offender’s household would normally
bring gifts of money and/or goods to the person who sustained property or
personal injury, and present them while apologizing in a formal, deeply
remorseful manner.36
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2. Sin/罪 The word most often translated “sin” in Japanese is a highly charged
word that has connotations of deep offense against the social fabric of society.
Murder, armed robbery, and malicious intent to harm or defraud might be
described by this word; however, the ordinary Japanese person would never
do something that might fall in this category. In general practice, apologies for
minor offenses are often not verbalized, perhaps due to the shame involved.
“Overlooking” small offenses is considered the appropriate way to deal with
another’s shortcomings, particularly someone in one’s social network unless
the offense is intentional or due to carelessness—a shortcoming judged much
more harshly in Japan.
A kind of rigorous internal examination (hansei/反省), may follow. Hansei is a
self-examination with a view to improving oneself that is a feature of every level of life
in Japan. Parents will often scold children by telling them they need to hansei about their
behavior, words, attitudes, etc. Educational contexts also reinforce this practice with
group hansei meetings and homework involving hansei written reflections, which may or
may not be read publicly to the class. In the author’s experience, the emotional tone of
hansei activities ranges from humiliating to neutral, rarely positive. Hansei thus becomes
a frequent and often automatic process of self-adjustment to the requirements of one’s
group relationships, likely related to the documented tendency in most East Asian
societies to rely more heavily on and affirm secondary control (adapting oneself to fit into
the situation) than in Western societies which tend to emphasize primary control (agency,
influence on the environment or others).
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This has implications for how forgiveness happens in a cultural context too. As
Kari Terzino has noted, “Members of Eastern cultures may be more likely to generate
and endorse forgiveness features related to adjustment, whereas members of Western
cultures may be more likely to generate and endorse forgiveness features related to
influence.” 37 Individuals from individualistic societies may assume that what is
important for forgiveness to happen is to open up a situation by taking action such as to
confronting, confessing, or verbally apologizing, while members of collectivist cultures
may be more likely to do what they perceive needs to be done to maintain or facilitate
group harmony, which in collectivist situations rarely means open confrontation and
often means indirectly addressing the situation.
Put another way, Westerners may be more used to trying to change situations and
others, while Japanese may be more used to adjusting themselves to fit the situation. On
the part of the pray-er praying about forgiveness, the constant process of adjusting
oneself to fit the needs of relationships in the social context is so internalized that it may
not register as something to bring to God in prayer. The ordinary shortcomings and
inadequacies of others and oneself followed by the automatic self-scrutinization about
how to adjust and improve may seem unnecessary to pray about since these kinds of
everyday happenings are qualitatively different than the kinds of egregious acts which the
word tsumi/罪/sin would normally connote. On the other hand, the “shame” implicit in
openly admitting one’s shortcomings/sins to oneself and to God, particularly a God that
may not be conceived of as compassionate, gracious, and tender could seem frightening,
particularly since this kind of vulnerability is not always a prominent feature of Japanese
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intimate caregivers or marriage interactions. In order to investigate this more carefully, a
thorough investigation of Japanese patterns of intimacy regarding overt sharing and
exposure of weaknesses and shortcomings would be necessary.
The above brief description of what dimensions of praying for forgiveness might
be affected by language activated processes in Japanese/English bilinguals is somewhat
speculative, and needs to be empirically researched with much greater specificity and
more careful definition of variables. It is offered here as a theoretical “topographical”
survey of some of the more obvious features of the terrain to be surveyed in the future.
Without substantial research in this area, conclusions cannot be reached, other
than to offer another tentative suggestion for future investigation in the area of
mechanism of belonging/ process of attachment, images of God, and the experience of
being forgiven. If one’s basis of belonging and remaining safely attached is reliant on
group-approved behavior, and one has expended great energy and possibly suffered
greatly in order to conform to behavioral expectations regardless of situational or
mitigating circumstances, then it is possible that a layer of resentment or judgment might
remain towards others who are not able to “pull their own weight” as part of the group.
This dynamic is by no means unique to Japan; Simon the Pharisee, dinner host the night
of a certain embarrassing foot washing event, seems to have struggled with this—as has
the author and no doubt most of the readers of this dissertation. However, if this dynamic
is accurate, then what is needed is perhaps a deeper experience of connectedness to a
larger entity than the group which would then potentially reframe one’s relationship to
God, self, and others.
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Praying Beyond Words
Since (1) language appears to activate templates that influence perceptions of self,
God, and others; (2) language choice has an effect on feelings, thoughts, and behaviors;
and (3) language is both a container for memory and part of the memory itself, is there a
way to move beyond language to affective experience in prayer in order to reconfigure or
create new intrapsychic templates for relationship?
Meditation and Contemplation
Historically, meditation and contemplation were considered later stages in the
development of a mature Christian prayer life. The terms meditation and contemplation
are sometimes used synonymously today, resulting in lack of clarity compounded by
varieties of meditation and contemplation unrelated to the Christian tradition and
occasionally at odds with it. Meditation generally involves thoughtful and reflective
prayer around an image, word or Scripture, or perhaps a Christian theme. Meditation was
considered a transition stage from “active” prayer to “passive” prayer, or a prayer that
was infused with the presence of God, termed contemplation.38 Moments of infused
contemplation were understood to be a gift of grace, not something that humans could
expect, create or demand although rigorous effort and commitment to prayer was
considered necessary, particularly in the early stages of “vocal” and “mental” prayer.
A broad distinction that cuts across various stages of prayer—if indeed there are
sequential stages—is that of apophatic and kataphatic prayer. These two approaches to
prayer result from different theological approaches. Apophatic theology assumes that
38
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human finite words and images can never fully reveal God, so it is safer to not try to
describe, explain, or limit God. Rather, it is better not to attempt to limit God, but to
describe only what God is not and what is not known about God while recognizing that
God is beyond all human categories, distinctions, and comprehension. Some examples of
apophatic prayer include centering prayer, body prayer, and some breathing prayers that
do not include words. Kataphatic theology on the other hand, and the prayer styles that
result from this approach to understanding of God, emphasize the key concepts, images,
and Scripture passages as a gateway of access to deepening experience of God.
Relational Spirituality Paradigm and Contemplative Prayer
Leffel makes the case in his three-part article that a model of personality
transformation based on “decisionist practices” is woefully inadequate. He appeals to the
ancient wisdom of the apophatic tradition with its emphasis on eradication of vice and
strengthening of virtue through relationally based “transformist practices” involving
human interactions and humans in prayer.39 One of the strengths of this ancient tradition
is that it does not, as much as modern psychological theory has, assume that
“information” or the development of new structures will automatically remove or
“override the presence of the old.”40
Clendenin’s summary of the apophatic tradition is worth quoting here: “The mind
of the implicit moral is located in the heart, which is, paradoxically, a cognitive organ,
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and it is through the heart that we both know moral truth(s) and are motivated to love one
another.”41
Meninger’s Work. Meninger’s work on forgiveness, though not empirically
based, sheds light on the potentially beneficial role of contemplative prayer in the
forgiveness process. The underlying stages of forgiveness draw on Simon and Simon’s
work and reflect a composite of contemporary understanding of forgiveness. Meninger’s
five stages are as follows: 1) claiming the hurt, 2) guilt and trying to understand why it
happened, 3) victim, 4) anger, and 5) wholeness. Hung on the frame of these general
stages of forgiveness are vignettes illustrating the difficulty, beauty, and possibility of
forgiveness and numerous scriptures for meditative contemplation. Meninger’s awareness
of the critical importance of emotion in the process of forgiveness can be seen throughout
the work. The introduction includes these suggestions by Meninger: “Read the Parable of
the Prodigal Son in Luke 15:11-32. Be the Father. Go through the experience of having
his younger son ask for his inheritance and then leave home with it. Experience the
feelings of the father, his concern, his loss, and then his forgiveness and joy at his son’s
return. Then be the older brother… [italics mine]”42
Meninger unabashedly connects forgiveness with the journey of faith, which
results in wholeness: “Prayer can be the beginning of the journey toward forgiveness of
others and towards self-healing,” the “wholeness process.”43 He understands forgiveness
as the command of God for our and others’ good. However, he sees the Spirit as the one

41

Clendenin, quoted in Leffel, 287.

42

William Meninger, The Process of Forgiveness (New York: Continuum, 1996), 23.

43

Ibid., 22, 55.

144
who draws people to want forgiveness, to help people pray about forgiveness, and who
often miraculously grants power and healing through forgiveness.
The second part of Meninger’s book explores what kinds of prayer might aid the
nine Enneagram types with their core emotional motivation in moving through the
forgiveness process. Evaluating Meninger’s work is not within the scope of this
dissertation, but an example is illustrative of how both kataphatic and apophatic prayer
methods might be recommended in a tailor made “prescription” to benefit specific
personalities. Just as each type’s motivation and woundings are different, so the optimal
prayer methods to experience and process emotions through prayer in order to move
through the forgiveness process vary as well.44 For example, Menninger suggests that a
“Serving/Type Two” might benefit from exploring in prayer the depression and loss that
accompanies the victim stage of the forgiveness process and letting that lead toward
one’s deepest desires. Additionally, he suggests focusing as a way of tapping into body
knowledge instead of only seeing oneself reflected back through relationships, and
recommends centering prayer to help this type “to sense the presence of God within and
counteract the pull to get one’s identity from serving others.”45 While not all Japanese are
Enneagram Type Two, and this author is unaware of empirical research showing the
efficacy of centering prayer for developing a more context independent sense of identity,
it is intriguing to consider.
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Contemplative Prayer is considered an appropriate strategy for supporting growth
in relational capacities that enable deep and true forgiveness to take place. By
strengthening the connection with God, this allows the conditions for learning and growth
about oneself, God, and others to occur. Without this kind of safe haven and secure base,
it is all too easy for self-protection to “shut down” the mechanisms that allows the kind of
“interaction between self and others that promotes new learning. Beliefs about the self
and the other become frozen. The context for growth and development (the relationship)
becomes poisoned by the simultaneous destructive impulses of self-protection and other
annihilation.”46
A demonstrated similarity in effect for both mindfulness and meditative prayer
can be argued; both are considered contemplative practices due to their present-centered
focus and “acceptance of one’s experience.”47 However, an importance difference is
found at the center. The heart of meditative prayer for Christians lies in open receptivity
to the “relational presence of Deity” through an attitude of open listening.48 There are
“demonstrated associations between passage meditation and compassionate love,
empathetic perspective taking, and forgiveness” as well as evidence that contemplative
practices facilitate “openness and curiosity, empathy…and metacognitive frameshifting,” all of which facilitate good human interactions both within one’s culture and
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beyond.49 Although space does not allow an exploration of this here, some have even
hypothesized that one’s response to “alterity,” or the difference of another, may function
as an indicator of relational and spiritual development.50
Interestingly, many of the demonstrated benefits of meditative prayer that support
good relationships with self and others including positive affect and intra- and
interpersonal self-regulation (DoS) seem to be related to the mindfulness aspects of
meditative prayer and not to petitionary prayer.51 So while Christians have long known
that prayer is important, it seems that not all prayer has the same effect on the pray-er.
Prayer that allows the progressive deepening of an intimate and safe relationship with
God, self, and others is to be welcomed and encouraged in the developmental process of
human spiritual development that is interpenetrated with daily opportunities to forgive or
not.
Characterological Likeness. “Characterological likeness to God”52 is an
appropriate goal of authentically Christian spiritual disciplines although many people
dabble in it for a variety or reasons ranging from curiosity to desperation to escape pain
to a deep longing for God. Contemplative prayer may provide the context for an
experiential sense of the nearness of God and in theory, this “secure base” may have
many positive results including a sense of well-being. However, the trajectory of growth
in apophatic prayer according to Leffel is “increased focus on knowledge of self,
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particularly self-in-relation-to-others.”53 Characterological change resulting from deep
experiential connection with God can be seen in the subjects of this research summary by
Jesse Fox regarding long-term participants in centering prayer groups:
They had an acute, experiential knowledge of the divine at the center of their
being, which filtered out into their perception of the exterior world and the people
they met. Their interior experience was characterized by grace, a gentle and nonjudgmental presence that brought with it healing and a new way of living life.
Sometimes it was accompanied by dramatic visions and other times by an
apophatic void, but the result was the same—their sense of God’s acceptance of
them led to the formation of a new identity. They no longer sensed an incongruity
between what they confessed and what they felt; they knew that they were God’s
children—that God loved them. Their new perspective led to the potential of
seeing God in everything and everyone they met, even in the most unexpected
ways. In essence, the spiritual experience of centering prayer can be summed up
as a greater sense of connection to God, self, and all of reality.54
It should be noted that there are limitations to the applicability of this conclusion,
drawn from qualitative data derived from a homogenous group with no doubt much
“social learning” going on through weekly participation in centering prayer groups.
However, it does seem to represent the epitome of what a model of relational prayer
could produce: “The power and promise of the deepest dialogue of prayer with the
Ultimate Other lies in relational transformation, empowering the pray-er to listen,
reverence, love, and serve—with humility and justice—God, self, and others.”55
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Leffel, 290.
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Jesse Fox et al., “A Phenomenological Investigation of Centering Prayer Using Conventional
Content Analysis,” Pastoral Psychology 64, no. 6 (2015): 821-3. doi:10.1007/s11089-015-0657-1.
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E. Baesler, 197–8; Originally named “An Interpersonal Christian Prayer Model,” Baesler
revised and renamed it “RMS” due to interest in exploring the commonalities of the world’s religious
traditions on prayer.
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Conclusion
This chapter considered factors involved in prayer, and specifically praying
around forgiveness, for bilingual Japanese/English speakers against the framework of a
concept of prayer as communication-in-relationship derived from the Relational
Spirituality Paradigm. Human attachment styles and their correlation with human/divine
prayer styles were considered in light of the classical trajectory of prayer in the mystical
Christian tradition and also current prayer research showing an overall pattern of
movement toward maturity reflected in the movement from more “active” forms of
prayer to more “receptive” or interactive forms of prayer, or as Poloma et al., put it,
“from soliloquy to dialogue with the divine and beyond to mystical union,” resulting in a
greater capacity to reflect “godly love” in one’s interpersonal relationships.56
The experience of praying about forgiveness even for monolinguals is shaped by
contextual factors as well as internal factors including one’s God image, history of prayer
and interpersonal forgiveness, awareness of one’s emotional internal realities and desire
and ability to bring these before God in prayer. Language connotations and the role of
language in accessing memories were also considered.
For bilinguals, all these factors are also present as well as the potential language
specific activation of two different templates—which may or may not be well
integrated—that shape how one perceives God, self, and others. These unconscious
perceptions for Japanese/English speaking bilinguals may affect perceived warmth or
approachability of God, which may in turn shape how the pray-er relates to God and the
pray-er’s unconscious choice of prayer content. This might result in potential limitation
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of intimacy with God and may be particularly of concern in relation to resources for selfforgiveness, an assumption of the need to adjust the self to the situation while absorbing
the pain, and the area of motivation for “true” forgiveness as opposed to “false”
forgiveness of others.
As a proposed solution to the potential complexities posed by language-activated
templates, strengthening attachment to God through affective meditative and
contemplative prayer was suggested. The possibility of exploring need/fit application of
different methods of prayer to augment and develop emotional and relational capacities
was also suggested. Finally, characterological transformation was reaffirmed as an
appropriate goal of Christian Spiritual Formation and a yardstick for evaluating the
results of the recommendation to welcome meditative and contemplative prayer as
natural and helpful results of and aids to spiritual development and praying about
forgiveness.

CHAPTER 6:
CONCLUSION

“Prayer, like the great commandments of love in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, can
strengthen and unify our love for God, self, and others.”1
The eternal purposes of God lived out in the finite and varied cultural contexts of
humans presents a fascinating challenge for those whose passion and profession it is to
love God with the totality of one’s being, love others as the self, and assist others on this
journey. Because there is no “pure transcultural expression” of Christianity, the shape of
lived love for God and for others reflects the “vernacular” of each context. Each context
provides not only challenges or potential deformations to growth and maturity but also
resources. These resources may not always be recognized as resources because they are
part of the “given” of the context. These resources include practices or insights that
reflect glimmers of transcendence: of good, beauty, and truth that may not have been
recognized in other cultural contexts.
The academic study of Christian spiritual formation includes the dedicated pursuit
of growth in love of God, self, and neighbor, and reflection on the context appropriate
methods of helping individuals, families, and communities grow into the fullness of
Christ for the glory of God. The area of forgiveness of self and others is understood to be
a fulcrum for growth through obedience in love and also evidence of the experience of
the love of God. The life, death, ministry, and teaching of Jesus reveal a forgiveness of
all, based in a quality of intimacy with the giving and forgiving Father and Creator of all.
1

E. Baesler, “The Prayer of the Holy Name in Eastern and Western Spiritual Traditions: A
Theoretical, Cross-cultural, and Intercultural Prayer Dialogue,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 38, no. 2/3
(2001): 197. The enclosed quote, originally from The Cloud of Unknowing, is found in William A.
Meninger, The Loving Search for God, (New York: Continuum, 1995), 27.

150

151
Increasing capacity to forgive self and others, or in the language of Miraslov Volf, “to
embrace” rather than exclude, comes from experiential grounding in the healing love of
God.2
Japanese/English speaking bilinguals, particularly those who have been formed in
a Japanese cultural context and have added English later in life, face unique challenges
around forgiveness but also have access to untapped resources for growth through two
cultural frames or lenses of which language is a part. However, bilingualism as a resource
for growth in Christ is not a topic that has received much attention. At times, bilinguals
worship and practice their faith primarily through one language which may limit the
amount of influence that their faith has on other parts of their lives lived in another
language.
Praying about forgiveness is a highly formational practice that Jesus taught his
disciples early in his ministry and modeled even in extremis from the cross. Human
prayer about forgiveness engages the core relationships of God, self, and other, and in so
doing, reveals the nature of these relationships. Praying about forgiveness also functions
to invite the pray-er into deeper intimacy with God, self, and other. Praying through two
language personas may increase an awareness of the radical embrace of forgiveness by
the God-who-is-greater-than-any-one-culture’s good parent. In addition to praying in
Japanese and English, praying beyond words through meditation and contemplation was
presented as a way to move toward a direct experiential awareness of God as giver and
forgiver.

2

Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and
Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), Kindle.
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Key Findings
Religiosity/spirituality overall correlates with higher degree of both trait and
situational forgiveness although less so with situational forgiveness. Both Differentiation
of Self and a more compassionate view of the deity also seem to support interpersonal
forgiveness behavior. The process of forgiveness is, therefore, best understood in relation
to the structure of social relationships and patterns of conflict within a given cultural
context.
Research related to forgiveness reveals differences between constructs of
forgiveness used by Western researchers and those used by Japanese researchers.
Japanese researchers are currently attempting to define forgiveness in ways that take into
account the unique cultural features of a collectivist society with deep roots in Confucian
ethics. These differences in constructs reflect underlying assumptions about the implicit
nature (Japan) or optionality (West) of reconciliation in the forgiveness process.
Processes of forgiveness in the two contexts also appear somewhat different, most
notably the criticality of social support in developing and maintaining motivation to move
through the forgiveness process in the Japanese context. The structurally linked nature of
reconciliation to forgiveness in Japan combined with pervasive socialization discouraging
conflict and encouraging group harmony has caused some researchers to suggest that
“hollow” forgiveness, forgiveness that does not affect the inner feelings, may occur more
frequently in Japan.
Theologically, giving and forgiving are related to and rooted in the creative
generosity of the relational Trinitarian God; human forgiveness is at best an imperfect
reflection of God’s gracious love that reaches out to do what is required to make
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relationship possible. Christian growth may be understood as the progressive process of
identity reconstruction “in Christ’ producing a deepening capacity for mature relational
intimacy with God, self, and other. Forgiveness is both the opportunity for this growth as
well as the result of it.
Additionally, examination of the lexical and semantic meanings of forgiveness in
Japanese and English reveal a broader range of meanings in Japanese. This is also
reflected by the presence of several homophones for forgiveness that are only
distinguishable in their written forms and share some, but not complete, overlap of usage.
This evidence, combined with Japanese practices of overlooking shortcomings of others
and automatically accommodating one’s behavior to fit the needs of the group points to
an aspect of forgiveness that is not necessarily conceived of as forgiveness in the West,
and yet bears resemblance to the giving and forgiving love of God that restores what is
broken and does what is necessary to allow the possibility of relationship.
The varieties of bilingual language acquisition and use patterns were briefly
examined. When, how, and why an additional language was learned, for what purposes,
and with whom it is used are only a few of the significant dimensions that seem to
influence how the L1 and the LX are stored in the brain and to what degree the languages
and the identities associated with that language are integrated. The embodied nature of
language of an L1 and to varying degrees an LX is understood as relating both to early
affectively charged interactions with significant others and the automatic internalization
of the cultural frame of which that language is a part.
Leffel’s summary of the Relational Spirituality Paradigm (drawing on object
relations theory, attachment theory, and neurobiology) was presented as a framework for
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understanding the process of transformation of the personality core through a relationally
based process. This process starts with uncovering relational transference themes,
mourning the losses and brokenness, then internalizing the good representations of others.
To date, the author is not aware of research with bi- or multilinguals using the Relational
Spirituality Paradigm.
Both the intrapsychic templates for “being with” others in the Relational
Spirituality Paradigm and studies of language acquisition and embodiment point to early
limbic system involvement of relational processes and identity. How these templates are
affected by the particular variety of bilingualism is unknown, although language
activation of cultural frames and language as an elicitor of memories and emotions seems
to suggest linguistic influence on the activation of these intrapsychic relational templates.
Prayer is a kind of interpersonal communication. The pray-er’s intrapsychic
template for how to be with others affects the way that the pray-er engages with God.
Research has demonstrated a correlation between attachment styles for human-to-human
relationships and styles of human-divine ways of relating in prayer also. Therefore,
exploration and healing of images of God through meditation and contemplative prayer
may be a helpful strategy for counteracting implicit, affectively charged yet perhaps
deformed or malformed images of God. Alternately, pray-ers could be encouraged to
explore what aspects of God can be appreciated from God-images seen or experienced
through each of their cultural frames, resulting in a richer appreciation of and experience
of the love and care of God.
When considering prayer as interpersonal communication, the trajectory of the
relationship and the quality of intimacy are to be considered. Both the Christian mystical
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tradition and contemporary empirical prayer researchers describe a movement from
active prayer toward more interactive/receptive prayer as the pray-er matures. This allows
prayer to move “from soliloquy to dialog with the divine and beyond to mystical union”3
and generally results in the pray-er growing in capacity to responsibly love others.
Prayer has been shown to help with emotion management by providing the
context for relationship with a safe and warm “other” to whom negative emotions can be
vented; who reflects back positive appraisals that increase self-esteem and lessen sadness;
who helps the pray-er see things in a different and less frightening light; who is a positive
presence to counteract other negative emotions; and who can “provide an emotion
management model to imitate to mitigate feelings of anger.”4
For some bilingual Japanese English speakers, particularly those raised in a
Japanese cultural context, it seems likely that language specific activation of a sense of
self, relationship to others, and to God may affect the content, tone, and flow or trajectory
of the prayer experience. Additionally, different constructs of forgiveness are likely to be
at least partially internalized within bilingual Japanese English speakers which may
unconsciously result in a “hollow” forgiveness of the other rather than a more
constructive and healing approach.
The journey of forgiveness is a healing journey that brings wholeness and
freedom to the person and blessing to those around. Meditative and contemplative prayer
is beneficial for aiding the individual in connecting their emotions and experiences with

3

Margaret Poloma and Matthew Lee, “From Prayer Activities to Receptive Prayer: Godly Love
and the Knowledge That Surpasses Understanding,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 39, no. 2 (2011):
146, accessed January 17, 2017, ProQuest Central..
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Shane Sharp, “How Does Prayer Help Manage Emotions?” Social Psychology Quarterly 73, no.
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the healing presence of God. Raising awareness of one’s affective states and responses to
others through meditative prayer in light of both sets of forgiveness constructs could
provide a deeper experience of being forgiven by God and also a deeper experience of
forgiving others.
Assumptions and Limitations
Due to the scanty research available in the areas of Christian spiritual formation
of bilinguals, bilingual experience of forgiveness, and Japanese/English speaking
experiences of prayer, research has been drawn from a web of tangentially related
subjects. Data from varied research designs, some with dissimilar theoretical foundations,
have been used as evidence. Reasoning has been largely inferential; at times, anecdotal
evidence has been used to support tentative conclusions, which need to be substantiated
with further research.
Something, however, is going on in bilingual Japanese/English Christians as they
straddle two worlds while following Jesus that is different than with monolingual
Christians. Choosing to examine praying about forgiveness as a focused point for
identifying what that “something” is seemed like an important place to start. However,
that “something”—which seems to involve language activated cultural frames as well as
language activated affectively charged intrapsychic schema for how to “be with”
others—needs much more research, both primary and secondary, in order to map the
parameters and conditions under which this dynamic operates, and investigate to what
extent this happens in other language varieties of bilingualism.
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Ministry Application
The research presented indicates that bilingual Japanese/English Christians have
some different challenges to formation, particularly in the area of forgiveness, and also
have underexplored resources available to them through their experiences of life and faith
in two cultures generally as well as the area of forgiveness in particular. This leads to
considering what the next steps might be.
For too long, US churches have looked at “ethnic” churches or “diverse” churches
in instrumental ways, focusing on effective propogation of the gospel and numerical
growth. However, other dimensions of growth are critically important. The experiences
and contributions of bilinguals as “pioneers” in intercultural Christian Spiritual
Formation are needed by the monolingual Church. Therefore, methods to facilitate the
creation of a culture within monocultural churches of recognizing and appreciating the
insights bi- and multilinguals have into the riches of faith through their cultural lenses are
needed.
Specifically related to Japanese/English CSF, in order to support the healthy faith
development of bilinguals, training workshops for intercultural pastors, missionaries,
spiritual directors, counselors, and teachers could be developed. These workshops could
include strategies for helping bilingual Christians to see the untapped resources for
formation they have through two cultural lenses as well as encouraging them to share
their insights with monolinguals. Creating forums, perhaps online, to support bilinguals
in exploring “what they already know but don’t know they know” about the character of
God, a lifestyle of discipleship, the fellowship of the saints and the coming kingdom is
also a felt need.
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Additional training could be provided about potential roadblocks for
Japanese/English bilinguals to true forgiveness, for example, how implicit assumptions
about group harmony can result in hollow forgiveness for those influenced by Japanese
constructs, and also how individualistic culture has perhaps overly separated forgiveness
from reconciliation due to a low view of interdependent covenantal relationship.
Japanese commitment to and semi-automatic adjustment to the needs of the group
(a kind of giving) sharply contrast with highly individualistic Western culture.
Westerners often espouse a grand ideal of love, yet fail in the stretch when in comes
down to the mundane give and take of life together. Westerners need to see how giving
(generosity in the day-to-day life together of a group) is related to forgiving and see that
both are reflective of God’s generous giving. God’s generous and creative giving and
forgiving fixes what is lacking or broken and makes relationship possible.
Lastly, due to the critical need for appropriate social support for Japanese in the
forgiveness process, it can be surmised that exploring and developing different kinds of
“social support” for Japanese/English bilinguals struggling with forgiveness is needed. So
Identifying those “at risk” for not having social support in the forgiveness process
including those inside, outside of the church, or on the fringes of church, and creatively
strategizing how to be a support to them is an important task.
Suggestion for Further Research
The area of intercultural Christian Spiritual Formation is just beginning to be
explored. Developing a sturdy theological and philosophical framework—one that may
be different than one for monolingual formation—for both intercultural formation and
specifically Japanese/English formation, is a key priority. Echoing suggestions for further
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research by Majerus and Sandage for investigation into DoS, intercultural competence,
and “authentic engagement of the spiritual and theological calling of the Christian to
maturity,” this researcher also strongly encourages others to “investigate how
intercultural differences form a crucible through which one may mature.”5
Additional research using the RSP framework could consider other aspects of
Japanese/English bilingual spirituality than discussed here. For example, research could
be based on other uses of “relational spirituality” than the way it is used in the
Hall/Sandage/Leffel paradigm. For example, the term RS could mean “a horizontallyoriented immanent spirituality” based in the relationship of people together in the world,
or relationship with God, other people, and a particular community.6 This might be a
corrective to an overly “individualistic spirituality” characterized by “spiritual
narcissism” that contaminates much of contemporary Western spiritual culture.7 This
might be particularly relevant to Japan, which has a deeply spiritual sensitivity that seems
different than the West. However, future research will need to carefully delineate
parameters, which is, according to Tomaston et al., one of the great challenges of RS
research: “Narrow conceptualizations may overlook important dimensions of spirituality
and/or exclude valid experiences of connection to the sacred” while overly broad ones are
less useful.8
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On a less theoretical and more practical level, in light of the strong connection
between the language of the initial experience (encoding) and the ability to “relive” an
event when retelling it in the same language in which it happened, qualitative research
could address the question of how language choice (same or different language) affects
the experience of praying about the incident. Bilingual pray-ers’ language choice for
prayer and their stated reasons for it could be investigated. This could take the form of
questionnaires, interviews, or focus groups.
Sometimes an LX is used in conversation or even inner speech in order to build
emotional distance or a sense of emotional control. Conscious and unconscious processes
could be investigated, as well as critical time periods—if there are any—for reengaging
with areas of woundedness.
Language and identity are profoundly interconnected. Some of the personal
stories quoted by Dewaele point to a disjuncture between who the person felt they were
in their L1 and who they had become in their LX. How does this affect the journey
toward wholeness in Christ? Is disconnection of language persona related to “stuckness”
at levels of maturity, or does it perhaps represent freedom to grow into a new identity?
This author has assumed that corporate worship and practice of personal faith in
only one of two language personas may have detrimental effects. However, this needs to
be studied quantitatively. Does the language of worship and personal faith matter for
bilinguals? Does age and stage of life make a difference, or perhaps the practice of
praying about all of one’s life, even the “other language part” make a difference?
In this paper, traditional contemplative practices were suggested as a way of
strengthening connection with God and bridging the gap between language personas.
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However, what contemplative practices derived from Japanese culture and spirituality
might be used for prayer? (See Appendix C for a graphic representation of varieties.) Of
particular interest are traditional Japanese disciplines of tea, calligraphy, art, and
experiences of “collective spirituality” including the recent interest in volunteer relief
activities after the Great East Earthquake of March 11, 2011. This author is aware of
some attempts to use these Japanese derived art forms and practices in worship and for
evangelistic purposes, but more research could be done on how these practices may
contribute to Christian Spiritual Formation.
An investigation of the attachment processes in Japanese collectivist society,
particularly in regard to early infant/maternal bonding and the later transition to
dependence on the group might yield interesting information on patterns of dependence
on church including mechanisms of maintenance of relationship. In what ways do
Japanese patterns of early attachment correlate with adult patterns of group attachment
and participation? Is it possible that those from individualistic cultures are
“underattached,” and therefore missing out?
A framework of attachment theory might also be a productive avenue for
additional prayer research. Research into operative “image of God” in Japanese
Christians, and how this correlates to gender, age, and length of time since initial faith
commitment might show how image of God was affected by life experience and perhaps
reveal a trajectory of growth or stagnancy. Additionally, qualitative and quantitative
research on bilinguals and their practices and experiences praying the Lord’s Prayer
would contribute to the area of bilingual Japanese/English Christian Spiritual Formation.
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Concluding Remarks
Although the attempted focus of this research was the experience of prayer around
forgiveness for bilingual Japanese and English speakers, perhaps this exploration has also
helped reveal the outlines of the often invisible perceptual lens of the reader which may
be different than that of many Japanese/English bilinguals. Seeing can be inconvenient,
and sometimes dangerous. The Japanese word for crisis includes two characters, one for
danger, and one used in the word for opportunity. At this time in history, perhaps more
than ever, the church faces challenges (crises) and opportunities brought about by the
forces of globalization. The Church also faces opportunity under the Lordship of Jesus
Christ to grow in appreciating how the immanent Spirit is inviting us to grow together, to
learn from one another, to become a suitable dwelling for God’s Spirit as we actively
pursue lives immersed in and overflowing with forgiveness, shaped by the two Great
Commandments that challenge us to increasing love and embrace of God, self, and
others.9

9
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APPENDIX A:
JAPANESE CHRISTIAN FORMATION SURVEY AND RESULTS

Provided in Japanese and English, this survey was conducted with the full support
of the leadership of the Nihon Seikei Kirisuto Kyodan (Japan Covenant Christian
Church) and the results were made available upon conclusion of the research. However,
this research took place before matriculation in the DMIN LSF Program and therefore
may not reflect the academic standards of qualitative academic research. The research
may be of value to future researchers, and as such, the Rationale for the Survey,
Methodology, Survey Construction, and Results are provided below.
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アンケート
クリスチャンフォーマーション

日本聖契キリスト教団教職者会
２０１３年３月４日

このアンケートでは NSKK 教職者の皆様はクリスチャン フォーメーション

(クリスチャン

が成長する過程）についてどのように理解されているか調査をするものです。もし答えにく
くて、分かりづらい問いがあればそこを飛ばしていただいても構いません。さらに詳しくご
意見、ご感想をのこしてくださる場合，開いている欄にお書きになったらさいわいです。無
記名でも結構です。お忙しいところ大変申し訳ありませんが、できれば 3 月 25 日までに同
封の封筒でお折り返していただけると感謝です。よろしくお願いいたします。

１。たいがいの日本人が思い描く”成熟した人”とはどのような様子ですか。

２。 クリスチャンとした霊的成熟さとはどのような様子でしょうか？

３。「1 の回答」と「2 の回答」の共通点と相違点についてのご感想をお願いします。
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４。成熟したクリスチャンにいたるまで何が必要でしょうか。（過程、手段、態度、環境な
ど。）

５。クリスチャンの成長、成熟において目的をどう理解していますか？

６。ここまでのご自分の信仰の歩みを振り返っていただくと誰が、または何が（経験、習
慣、etc）成熟度を増すのに助けとなりましたか？

７。クリスチャンは社会問題との関わり方についてどう思われますか。（かかわるべき問題、
関わってはいけない問題、そしてかかわる目的や方法についてどう思われるかなど。）

８。

クリスチャンとした成長や発達について、あなたの考えのもととなるようなパラダイ

ム、理論、モデル（神学的、心理学的、教育的 etc）あれば教えてください。
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９． クリスチャンとした成長や発達に役立つ教会のモデルなどありますか。

１０。クリスチャンとした成長の過程、方法、目的など，ご自分のお考えにとって，聖書の
中のどの個所を中心的におかれていますか？（複数でもどうぞ）

お忙しい中お時間を割いていただき、貴重なご意見を頂けましたことを
心から感謝いたします。

アンドレア

ジョンソン
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NSKK Christian Formation Survey
This survey explores how pastors in the NSKK understand the process of Christian
formation. Feel free to skip any questions you wish, or add additional comments in the
space provided. You do not need to include your name. Please return in the
accompanying preaddressed stamped envelope (or by email) by March 25.
1. How would most Japanese describe a “mature1 person” ?

2. What does spiritual maturity look like?

3. How are your answers to #1 and #2 similar and/or different?

4. How does Christian maturity happen? (process, means, attitudes, environment, etc.)

5. How do you understand the goal(s) of Christian growth and maturity?

6. Looking back on your own faith journey, what (experiences, practices, etc.) or who has
been particularly important for your growth in maturity?

1

The word “mature” in English is sometimes used synonymously with middle aged or beyond
middle aged, and may have slightly negative connotations in a culture that admires youth, power, and
vitality. The word used in the Japanese version of the questionnaire lacks these negative overtones.

186

7. What is your view on Christians’ involvement with social issues? (Issues they should
definitely be involved with, or definitely should avoid, as well as methods and reasons for
doing/not doing so.)

8. Are there any paradigms or models (theological, psychological, educational, etc.) that
inform your understanding of Christian formation?

9. Are there any helpful church models of Christian formation you rely on?

10. Are there any passages from the Bible (in addition to any you may have mentioned in
previous answers) which particularly inform your understanding of the goal(s),
method(s), and process of Christian growth?

Thank you for much for the gift of your time and perspective on the above questions.

Andrea Johnson
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[Jesus’] objective is eventually to bring all of human life on earth under the direction of
his wisdom, goodness, and power, as part of God’s eternal plan for the universe…his is a
revolution of character, which proceeds by changing people from the inside through
ongoing personal relationship to God in Christ and to one another. It…changes their
ideas, beliefs, feelings, and habits of choice, as well as their bodily tendencies and social
relations. It penetrates to the deepest layers of their soul. (Willard, Renovation of the
Heart, loc. 252 (p, 22?) 「心の刷新を求めて」ダラス

ウィラード)

Rationale for Survey
In looking for a way to connect studies in SD with my life in Japan, I began to
rethink Christian formation, an area which in the past was more narrowly defined and
called “Christian Education.” Within most seminary curricula, spiritual direction is
located within the area of Christian formation. Within the broad scope of activities
included in pastoral ministry, Christian formation is near the top of my interests. Whether
in Japan or the States I’ve often wondered how to cooperate with the Spirit more closely
to allow Christ to be formed in me and others, both individually and as the church. My
hope in doing this survey was both personal (I want to understand Japanese church and
pastors better) and pastoral/prophetic (I pray for God to use this survey as a catalyst for
further conversation and change in myself and the NSKK).
Methodology
I used open-ended questions that arose from issues I’ve struggled with in the
course of my life and time in Japan. This survey was presented to the ministerium of the
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NSKK on March 4, 2013. Responses were returned either by post or email which allowed
for anonymity for those who wished it. Thirteen responses were received. Although more
difficult to summarize than more easily quantifiable responses, the open-ended format
allowed individuals to respond as briefly or in-depth as they wished. Unfortunately,
sometimes this brevity complicated interpretation rather than clarified it.
Survey Construction
Questions 1-3 were intended to explore respondents’ awareness of the role which
culture plays in their understanding of human and Christian maturity. Questions 4-10
explored the role of personal experience and theology in shaping how the respondents
understand the goal(s) and means of growing in Christ as individuals, local churches, and
as members of the universal body of Christ. The survey was originally constructed in
English, then translated into Japanese. However, the result did not seem natural, so then
the author constructed it herself in Japanese, and had it “polished” by a Japanese editor.
Then the result was shown to a few other Japanese, and after a few small changes, it was
printed. This experience of survey construction was itself illustrative of how nonequivalent translations can be.
Results
Although respondents were not asked for their ages, it was obvious that age was a
factor in responses to #1-3. Older respondents were more likely to mention “financial
independence” and “common sense” than younger respondents. “Self-control,” “lack of
greed,” “not relying on others,” “emotional control,” “gentleness,” “ability to talk with
others of different opinions,” “ability to take responsibility for what one says,” were all
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frequently mentioned as characteristics of maturity in general as well as Christian
maturity. A few people mentioned Gal 5:22-23 as marks of maturity. “Gratitude,”
“purity,” and “forgiveness” were mentioned by one or two people. My western self
noticed the almost total absence of “boldness,” “self-determination,” “independent
thinking,” “joy,” or “creativity” although this may not reflect a denigration of these
characteristics.
When asked about similarities or differences between #1 and #2, one person
mentioned an eternal perspective, one person mentioned deep fellowship with God, and
several people mentioned that the difference was whether a person was “leading a
Christian life or not” 「信仰生活しているかどうか」. A few people commented that a
mature Christian life and a mature Japanese life might look very similar, but the
difference lie in whether it was done as an act of will focused on self or God.
It would be interesting to explore how the “lens” of being Japanese shapes one’s
understanding of the gospel in richening as well as limiting ways: Does being culturally
Japanese allow insights/a distinctive perspective on God and the gospel which is not
usually visible to people raised in another context? (for example, an appreciation of
“order,” “self-discipline,” “humility,” whereas these characteristics may not be as highly
valued in the modern western secular or Christian world.) Does a Japanese cultural
perspective perhaps occasionally limit the appreciation and expression of facets of the
gospel as it is lived out in individuals, families, churches, and society because these
characteristics or qualities are not valued as highly by Japanese society? […for example,
joy, boldness, freedom, creativity, self-expression, honesty, transparency, willingness to
change, radical dependence on God, willingness to receive from others, etc.)
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When asked about the process/means (#4), the centrality of Scripture reading and
prayer as well as faithful church attendance was obvious. Service to others was also
mentioned, though it was not clear whether this meant doing tasks at church or for other
church members or was intended more broadly. Several pastors mentioned the value of
having a mentor, Christian family member, small group or some other form of Christian
environment/support. Two pastors mentioned repentance, trials, and tears as growth
producers; one mentioned receiving the comfort (forgiveness?) of Christ.
The responses to #4- if I have understood them correctly- hints at a dominant
understanding of prayer, Scripture reading, service, and church attendance as what we do
to become good Christians (rather than simply aids in the process of developing an ever
deepening honesty, intimacy with, and dependence on God). The relational aspect of
Jesus’ radical intimacy with the Father as a/the defining aspect of who he is, and who
we are to become, was not prominent in most of the answers. Perhaps this is a
language/cultural phenomenon such as referred to in Hoshino Tomihiro’s poem about
only putting into words the second most important thing, and feeling embarrassed or shy
about speaking about the most important thing.
Question #5 evoked a variety of responses including “becoming [fully]
human/becoming Christlike,” “shining God’s light to the world,” witnessing, and one
noteworthy “fellowship with God.”
Question #6 This question explored experiences/relationships/influences which
individuals recognized as being formational. Interestingly, there were a wide variety of
responses including the following (not listed in order of frequency): family relationships
(parents, children, spouse), relationships with pastors, missionaries, trusted Christian
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friends/mentors, good sermons, books, tears, disappointment and pain, experiences of
service/witnessing, attendance in worship, prayer, the assurance of the call of God. It
would be interesting to explore characteristics of these relationship and experiences.
What made them formative? How do these responses (actual experiences) compare to
respondents’ theology/theories of how people grow in Christ?
Question #7 revealed a broad support for and understanding of why Christians
may (and ought) to be actively involved in society and in healing societies’ ills. I
wondered at how our post 3/11 context has contributed to this broader understanding in
addition to the example of particular pastors and missionaries in the past.
Question #8 answers reflected great diversity in formal education as well as
personality and life experience. A few pastors made reference to models of faith
development influenced by developmental psychological theory; one mentioned Romans
6:4-11; another mentioned the Holiness theology of sanctification; and a few the example
of the life of Christ. It would be interesting to explore how a developmental approach to
human growth might be used to reconsider how we “do” church (worship, preaching,
church activities, service opportunities, etc.) Additionally, a developmental approach to
spiritual growth might help in the creation of helpful, appealing devotional resources and
group Christian formation resources for both children and adults. (At present, many CE
materials seem highly cognitive, with a high priority placed on Biblical knowledge:
names, facts, and memorization. How do we move from a head to a heart knowledge of
God? How do we help people in our churches move from thinking about God to living
with God?)
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I am familiar with some western models of human growth and development
(Piaget, Erickson, Fowler, Whitehead and Whitehead, etc.) but not familiar with any
Japanese theories. Are there any secular or Christian models that are uniquely adapted to
Asia/Japan and collective societies rather than being based on western individualistic
societies?
Question #9 was the greatest surprise of the survey, with 8 respondents answering
“none/none worth mentioning/not in Japan.” Perhaps I should have asked what the
purpose of church was…maybe some pastors worried that because churches are small
and there are few Christians, churches aren’t doing well. Or perhaps they feel good about
their own church, but were being humble and didn’t want to mention their own church as
a model. Or perhaps pastors are hungry for a better way of being the church in Japan, but
don’t know what it should look like, and don’t know how to pursue it. In Scripture,
“family” and “church” are two of God’s good presents to us. Both are given to help us
experience the love and forgiveness of God as something we receive and as something
we give. Grounded in and surrounded by this love, we are changed as we grow in our
ability to love others both inside and outside of the church in word and action. This is
Christian formation. Lived truth, a life of love together in and through Christ (not just
knowledge, is God’s purpose for us (Eph 3:8-12) If this was understood to be [one of
the] main purpose[s] of church, would more pastors have listed Japanese models? If it
(formation) is the focus, would this change how and what we do in church?

Survey Limitations
I am from a different culture; I view things differently than my Japanese brothers
and sisters. Most of my educational experiences and most of the books I read are written
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by westerners; I enjoy them, but how well do they fit Japan? Although outsiders may
sometimes bring fresh perspective, ideas or insight, insiders must develop solutions for
them to be effective.
Further Suggestions for Going Deeper
Investigate areas noted above including the following:
•

Japanese insights into the gospel, church, and individual

•

Japanese biases in understanding the gospel, church, and individual

•

Japanese personality characteristics and Biblical virtues

•

Commonalities and differences in how Korean, Taiwanese, US, and Japanese
believers evaluate certain personality characteristics, and their relationship to
Biblical virtues and sins

•

Characteristics of “formational” relationships and experiences

•

Human development models based in collectivist societies--how might this relate
to the implicit theology of Christian development/maturity in Japan?

Have discussions among pastors or within churches about Christian
formation/transformation using a study guide (such as the following)
http://www.transformingcenter.org/in/pgwt-book/biblical-perspective-spiritualtransformation-interactive.pdf (or see Spiritual Transformation by Ruth Haley Barton).
(note: This guide is in English. Rather than translate it myself, I would be interested in
joining a small group of pastors or lay leaders to pray and explore this topic together in
Japanese as we read the English. After praying and wrestling with this topic, perhaps the
guide could be translated or adapted for Japan.

APPENDIX B:
TREE OF CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICES

Additional Methods of Prayer to Explore in Praying about Forgiveness:

Source: The Center for Contemplative Mind in Study, “The Tree of Contemplative
Practices,” CMind, 2015 2000, http://www.contemplativemind.org/practices/tree.
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